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Preface 


Ihave dedicated this book in memory of Dr Walter Fréhlich, FRHS, whom I first 
metin1g82 at an international conference held in Bec, Normandy, the very place 
where Anselm wrote the Proslogion. Walter had a deep interest in Anselm’s life 
and times, which he pursued while he was the Oberstudiendirektor [Principal/ 
Headmaster] of the Gymnasium Puchheim, a little to the west of Miinchen. 
His outstanding contribution to Anselmian studies is a three-volume transla- 
tion into English of The Letters of Saint Anselm of Canterbury, in recognition of 
which he was made a Fellow of the Royal Historical Society of Great Britain. 
Over time, Walter and his wife Leonora became close friends of my wife and 
myself, and he and I agreed that, once we had both retired, we would collabo- 
rate in writing a book on Anselm. Our idea was that Walter would write about 
Anselm’s life and times, and I would write about his philosophy and theology. 
Sadly, before we could begin that project he suddenly died. This book is not the 
one we had planned, but it is my tribute to his scholarship and to the friend- 
ship of Walter and Leonora. 

I also wish to pay tribute to David Smith. Four years ago, I was invited to 
review his Anselm’s Other Argument. It is a privilege to read, and reread, his 
meticulous and profound exploration of Anselm’s underlying metaphysics. 
No-one has explored the arguments in Anselm’s Reply as thoroughly as he has. 
He and I have had a fruitful and extensive exchange of emails both before and 
after the publication of his book. While there some passages in the Proslogion 
which I interpret differently from him, my interpretations have often emerged 
through engaging with his. I wish that he could have seen and responded to my 
alternative readings here, but sadly he died last July. I record here my apprecia- 
tion of his openness and insights. 

I have also had fruitful exchanges with Ian Logan, whose translation of the 
Proslogion is by far the best to have appeared in English so far. While he and 
I also do not always agree on the interpretation of some passage, I greatly re- 
spect the contribution he has made to Anselmian studies. 

The production of this book has been managed with grace and efficiency 
by Marcella Mulder, Editor of Medieval Studies and Military History for the 
publisher, and Peter Buschman, who oversaw the preparation of the text for 
Koninklijke Brill Nv. I thank both of them for their careful oversight of the 
process of publication. A special expression of gratitude is also due to Sigbjorn 
Sonnesyn who was tasked by Brill with the copy-editing. His contributions to 
my manuscript have gone way beyond that task. His knowledge of medieval 
Latin scholarly writings and his helpful comments have made this a better 
book than it would otherwise have been. 


XII PREFACE 


At another level, I am deeply indebted to my wife, Petra. Her extraordinary 
commitment to me and her sensitive encouragement kept me going through 
the ravages of chemo- and radiation therapy to treat what was diagnosed as a 
terminal case of Stage 4 cancer. I am living now in a state of grace, as all indica- 
tions of tumours have disappeared, and I have been enabled to write this book. 
Petra’s faith in this project never flagged, as she read and re-read numerous 
drafts, and offered incisive comments upon them. Without her care, criticism 
and advice, this would have been a poorer and less accessible work. 


RIC. 

The Australian National University 
Canberra 

March, 2018 


CHAPTER 1 


Introduction 


It is quite remarkable how the argument concerning the existence of God 
presented by Anselm in 1078 continues to draw philosophers to attack its 
allegedly faulty argumentation, or, alternatively, to defend its plausibility. 
Given the intense scrutiny this argument has received both historically and in 
recent times, one might reasonably think that nothing new can be said about 
it. Nevertheless, vehement debates continue unabated. At least seven books 
have been published on this argument just in the past twelve years, and journal 
articles on aspects of it keep appearing. With a few notable exceptions, howev- 
er, most of the recent literature traverses well-trodden ground, recycling famil- 
iar points of interpretation within the traditional assumptions concerning the 
structure of Anselm’s argument, and seeking innovative ways to press home, or 
alternatively rebut, quite standard objections. Given this fervour of interest, it 
is timely to re-examine those assumptions, and to take a fresh look at the text. 


11 Why Another Book on Anselm’s Arguments? 


It is a sad reflection on the current state of philosophical scholarship that 
most of the ever-growing secondary literature is, as I shall seek to show, fun- 
damentally and demonstrably misconceived. In an attempt to rectify these 
misconceptions, I too was drawn over forty years ago to publish a book-length 
essay, Called From Belief to Understanding, examining the text of Anselm’s 
Proslogion 11-1V, where most commentators find his much-discussed argu- 
ment. In the years between then and now, much more has been written about 
his argument, so I thought two years ago that I might write an article, called 
‘Anselm's Argument — Forty Years On’, reassessing the position I took in 1976 in 
the light of subsequent debates. But I found that there was so much more to 
deal with than could be encompassed within the scope of an article. There are 
many more topics to be discussed than those I addressed in my earlier book 
and engaging with this more recent literature led me to rethink how Anselm’s 
Argument proceeds. In the process, I have discovered a number of quite new 
exegetical arguments. This book is the result. 

I wrote the book published in 1976 because it became obvious to me from 
examining the text, that Anselm’s much-cited ‘Ontological Argument for the 
existence of God, traditionally extracted from chapter 2 of Anselm's Proslogion 
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(hereafter P2), is simply not in that chapter. Rather, that chapter presents only 
the first stage of a three-stage argument, the other two stages of which are 
in chapter 3 of the Proslogion (hereafter P3). The first half of P3 had received 
some attention in the 1960s, but the second half of P3 continues to be almost 
universally ignored. That fact is extraordinary, since it is demonstrable that it 
is precisely in the second half of P3 — and not before — that Anselm concludes 
that God exists. 

Philosophers have no trouble constructing arguments for all sorts of theses, 
but few are presented as strict deductions. But I was then so bold as to claim 
to have demonstrated that, for the previous goo years, Anselm’s argument had 
been seriously misrepresented. Despite my having done so, so entrenched are 
those erroneous preunderstandings that commentators still keep recycling 
them. However, I am not returning to this issue now merely to re-join that dis- 
pute over textual interpretation, nor simply to repeat what I argued over forty 
years ago. Rather, as will become evident, the persistence of the traditional 
misreading of Anselm's argument continues to attract its traditional refuta- 
tions. The misconceptions continue to abound and need to be addressed. 

Shortly after Anselm put his Proslogion into circulation, there appeared a 
commentary written On Behalf of the Fool, generally attributed to a monk re- 
putedly named Gaunilo. He advanced a counter-argument designed to show 
that Anselm's premises in P2 permitted the deduction of a false conclusion. As 
we will see, Gaunilo’s counter-argument was not parallel to Anselm’s original, 
so it was all too easy for Anselm to dismiss it. However, the past twenty years 
have seen a number of critics revisit Gaunilo’s objection, to contend that it can 
be restated in a way which effectively refutes Anselm's argument. There are 
even commentators sympathetic to Anselm’s project who concede this. For in- 
stance, a recent book, which has been described as “by far the best book of this 
kind”! presents a modification of Anselm's argument in P2 in the light of his 
Reply to Gaunilo. The authors do this because they maintain that, as it stands, 
Anselm’s argument is vulnerable to an amended version of Gaunilo’s refuta- 
tion. We will see, however, in Chapter 9, that this judgement is necessitated 
by the authors’ failure to identify the full extent of Anselm’s argument, and 
their accepting the traditional objections to it. And that is only one of many 
examples of how misrepresenting the argument keeps generating inappropri- 
ate criticisms of its cogency. The only way a sound assessment can be made of 
these contemporary criticisms is by re-examining the text. When we do so, it 
will become evident that they all miss their mark. 

I am now more convinced than I was over forty years ago that the struc- 
ture which I discerned Anselm's argument to have is indeed what Anselm 
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intended, although what I then said then was flawed, and now requires sub- 
stantial amendments. What is standardly taken to be his argument — extracted 
from the text of Proslogion 2 — seriously distorts both Anselm’s intention and 
his logic. Yet from Gaunilo’s first commentary onwards, through the revival of 
debate about it in the 20th century, through to the renewed burst of interest in 
the 21st century, almost everyone assumes that that chapter is where Anselm’s 
argument is to be found. Revisiting the question of how Anselm structured 
his argument is therefore a preliminary but unavoidable step towards arriving 
at a new appreciation of what he achieved. I will explain in Chapter 3 why I 
interpret his argument for the existence of God as composed the three distinct 
but inter-connected stages which seem to me to be clearly evident in his text. 

In my view, amongst the recent literature on the Proslogion, three contribu- 
tions have been the most helpful. One is the publication in 2009 of the Latin 
text, with a historical introduction, a new translation, and a commentary, by 
Ian Logan. While I will not rely exclusively on his translation, at crucial points 
it is distinctly better than earlier translations, and while I have amended his 
translation in a few places, his research into Anselm’s historical background is 
illuminating, and his commentary is often insightful. 

Secondly, in 2014, A.D. Smith published what, in my opinion, is the deepest 
and most thorough examination ever written of Anselm’s texts, especially of 
Proslogion 3 and of Anselm’s Reply to Gaunilo’s criticisms. He called it Anselm’s 
Other Argument. The scholarship and philosophical acumen Smith brings to 
interpreting the text are significantly superior to any of the other secondary lit- 
erature on Anselm's argument with which I am familiar. While I disagree with 
him on some important issues, it will be evident that my own interpretation 
has been enriched by having to engage with the exegeses he has presented. 

The third major contribution to Anselmian studies is an article published 
by Giinther Eder and Esther Ramharter in 2015.7 They present a formal recon- 
struction in second-order logic of Anselm’s alleged argument in Proslogion 2. 
Their reconstruction is facilitated by two proposals which, in my view, are 
ground-breaking. They formulate two definitions which have the effect of sud- 
denly clarifying and rendering much more transparent how Anselm is reason- 
ing. I have found these two definitions quite a revelation, and have gratefully 
adopted them, each with a little tweaking. I hope to show how doing so has 
the remarkable effect of vindicating his argumentation. I regret that I cannot 
endorse all aspects of their reconstruction, which suffers from their perpetu- 
ating the traditional assumptions which dominate so much of the secondary 
literature. While I have much more to say besides incorporating those two 
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proposals, they alone, I submit, are so significant as to justify the writing and 
publishing of yet another book on Anselm's argument. 

Those, however, are not my only reasons for writing this book. As I worked 
through the text of the Proslogion and examined how he re-stated that argu- 
ment in the Reply, I discovered a number of aspects of this argument which 
I had not noticed before. The most significant of these discoveries is how he 
justified the premise with which he continues his argument into P3. I will ar- 
ticulate that justification in Chapter 6. That in turn clarifies his response to 
Gaunilo’s Lost Island, as I will demonstrate in Chapter 9. 

Two consequences have emerged from this investigation. One is that 
Anselm’s argument — once it is properly identified and distinguished from the 
conventional misinterpretation — emerges as formally valid and with plausible 
premises. That being so, it seems appropriate to subtitle this book as a vindica- 
tion of his proof of the existence of God. 

The second consequence is that, once it is recognized that Anselm has no 
valid argument for the existence of God in Pz, but does validly conclude that 
in P3, it becomes evident that the argument is very different from how it is usu- 
ally understood. Because customarily it is assumed that, in P2, Anselm is trying 
to deduce the existence of God from thinking of something, that argument is 
always referred to in the secondary literature as a version of ‘the Ontological 
Argument’. But when we reflect on the premise which actually enables him, in 
P3, to prove that conclusion, it becomes clear that that universal understand- 
ing of his argument is a misunderstanding. The ultimate thesis of this book is 
that his argument is more properly understood as a cosmological argument. It 
is to demonstrate that that I have written this book. 

I believe that these discoveries require a thorough reappraisal of what 
Anselm’s argument is; they have profound significance for understanding what 
kind of an argument it is. I invite whoever reads this book to assess the cogency 
of this new interpretation by two criteria: by considering how faithful it is to 
Anselm’s text; and by testing its logic for validity. 

Hereafter, for ease of reading, I will refer to the various chapters (or sec- 
tions) of the Proslogion as P2, P3, etc., and the chapters or sections in his Reply 
to Gaunilo as Ri, R2, etc. And since the formulae he deploys are quite wordy, I 
will often hyphenate them for the sole purpose of assisting my readers. 


1.2 Where is ‘Anselm’s Argument’? 


So far, I have been referring to Anselm’s argument, as if that term is unproblem- 
atic. But, unfortunately, that is not so. Anyone surveying the relevant secondary 
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literature cannot help but be struck by the remarkable fact that there is no con- 
sensus about what the Argument is, nor where exactly in the text it is located. 
In its modern-day usage, the term “Anselm’s Argument” is used by different 
authors to refer to three quite different stretches of the text of the Proslogion. 
So, in which part of the text, exactly, is Anselm’s argument to be found? 

One use of the word “argument” is Anselm’s own. In his Preface, he tells how 
he came to write the work. Having completed his Monologion, he became dis- 
satisfied with it, because it was constructed by a chain of distinct arguments. 
So, he asked himself if an “wnum argumentum [a single argument]” could be 
discovered: 


... which would need nothing else to prove itself than itself alone, and 
would suffice to establish that God truly exists, that He is the supreme 
good, needing nothing else, and whom all things need in order to be 
and in order to be rightly, and whatever else we believe about the divine 
substance. 


That makes clear that, in his own thinking, his unum argumentum is concerned 
with much more than the issue of God’s existence; it is extended throughout 
the whole of his ‘little work’ [opusculum]. However, there are differing opin- 
ions amongst commentators on what exactly Anselm meant by a “unum 
argumentum’. Given the list of topics mentioned in the above passage, many 
commentators take Anselm as referring to a single chain of argumentation, in 
which the later stages depend logically upon earlier stages. Other commen- 
tators, however, interpret the phrase to mean a single formula — the phrase 
“something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought” — which he repeatedly 
deployed in deriving his arguments, and which he is claiming is the key to 
proving all those issues mentioned above. My own assessment is that both in- 
terpretations are plausible; the Latin word “argumentum” usually means an ex- 
tended piece of argumentation, a purported proof, but it can also mean a motif 
or theme. I see no need to arbitrate between these two interpretations, since it 
is possible to run them together. That is, I suggest that the most helpful way of 
interpreting this phrase is that his unum argumentum is indeed a single chain 
of argumentation, in which the conclusion of one stage serves as a premise, or 
one of a set of premises, in the next stage, with the whole unified by his deploy- 
ing his crucial formula again and again. 

Secondly, a few commentators interpret Anselm's project of proving the 
existence of God as extending throughout the whole work, arguing that he 
does not establish that God exists until near the end of the work (more pre- 
cisely, until P23). I will offer some initial comments on that issue below and 
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consider it again in Chapter 8, after we have worked through the text of P2 to 
P4, but it seems plain to me that their interpretation is not sustainable when 
tested against the text of the Proslogion. The above quotation makes clear that 
Anselm is concerned in the Proslogion to prove more than the existence of 
God, and it is that long list of objectives which his “unum argumentum’ is de- 
signed to prove. The issue of the existence of God is but one topic in that list, 
although it is the first topic he deals with. In what follows, I will use his Latin 
phrase to refer to the argument for those multiple conclusions which took 
Anselm almost the whole extent of his work to develop. 

Thirdly, in most of the modern secondary literature, the name “Anselm's 
Argument” has a much narrower denotation than either of those two. That 
is the name widely used to refer, not to what Anselm himself called his unum 
argumentum, but to one part of it, namely, the argument for the existence of 
God. And that argument, both traditionally and right up until the present, is 
almost universally taken to have been articulated by him in P2. I have argued 
previously, and will argue again, that Anselm does not argue for the existence 
of God in P2, and it is pleasing to note that I am not alone in recognizing this. 
But the prevailing consensus persists that Anselm has completed his proof of 
the existence of God by the end of P2. That was how Gaunilo understood it, 
and Thomas Aquinas dismisses a similar argument. So, there is a tradition of 
940 years endorsing the conventional interpretation. Given the history of this 
argument, it is inevitable that everyone who approaches it comes with a pre- 
determined understanding of what it is, where it is to be found, and whether it 
is sound. All I ask of you, my readers, is that you try, as rigorously as you can, to 
set aside your preunderstandings, and be willing to look again at the text afresh 
with an open mind. 

Iam convinced that a careful reading of the text will reveal that the conven- 
tional interpretation of it is simply wrong. I recognize that it will not be easy 
to persuade those of you who have accepted that interpretation, that the tradi- 
tion has misled you, so that what you previously understood has been a mis- 
understanding. You might be quite surprised to find that Anselm’s argument is 
significantly different from what you have been led to believe. 

It is indeed ironic that the controversies which continue to rage over wheth- 
er this alleged argument succeeds in proving the existence of God is about an 
argument which does not itself exist! Still, if we are to engage with that litera- 
ture, we require some way of naming what it is supposed to be about. In what 
follows, I will use the description “alleged argument” when the topic under 
discussion is the argument so often assumed to be articulated in Pz. 

Fourthly, there are a few commentators, of whom I am one, who identify 
Anselm’s argument for the existence of God as beginning in P2 and reaching 
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that conclusion at the end of P3. On this reading, Anselm articulates this argu- 
ment in three distinct stages spread over these two chapters, and then com- 
ments in P4 upon what he has proven. Those three chapters comprise the 
division of the Proslogion in which he tackles the first task outlined in the 
quote above: to establish to his own satisfaction that God is something than 
which a greater cannot be thought, and that God alone truly exists. Anselm 
then deploys those two conclusions in the rest of the work in order to fulfil the 
other objectives he listed in the Preface. That longer, second division provides 
his full response to the more comprehensive task he had set himself. In what 
follows, I will refer to this three-stage first division of his unum argumentum as 
his Argument (with a capital A) to distinguish it from the alleged argument for 
the existence of God so many commentators purport to find in P2 alone. 

As if that is not enough, those four are not the only references called 
“Anselm’s argument”. In the 1960s, articles and books appeared claiming that 
a second argument for the existence of God, independent of the one allegedly 
found in P2, could be extracted from the first half of P3. We will briefly examine 
those claims in Chapter 7. 

Then in 2014, a genuinely novel contribution emerged with the publication 
of A.D. Smith’s Anselm’s Other Argument. In that book David Smith explores 
with impressive care and insight the arguments advanced by Anselm in P3 and 
in his Reply to the objections advanced by his contemporary Gaunilo, showing 
that a valid argument, different from that in the Proslogion, can be constructed 
from the Reply. I will discuss this ‘other argument’ in Chapter 10, along with the 
other ways Anselm restates his Argument in his Reply. 


13 The Two Main Divisions 


However the phrase “unum argumentum” is interpreted, the Proslogion does 
consist of an extended and connected chain of interlocked arguments. Bearing 
in mind his specification of its objective, the argumentation in the Proslogion 
can be seen as made up of two distinct divisions: the first division extends over 
P2 to Py and consists of his three-stage Argument for the proposition that God 
so truly exists that he cannot be thought not to exist. This Argument is laid out 
in P2 and P3, with some reflections in P4. Thereafter, the second division ex- 
tends over P5 to P23 and consists of an exploration of various aspects of the na- 
ture of God. The first division is preceded by a long and passionate prayer in P1, 
as he prepares himself for the enterprise he has projected. Finally, in P24—26, 
he reflects upon the path he has travelled and expresses his mixed emotions 
about what he has achieved, and his yet-to-be-fulfilled hopes. 
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In my 1976 book, I focussed on the first division of this extended argument 
with only a few comments on passages in the other extended division. My ra- 
tionale for concentrating just on P2 to P4 was that these chapters have been 
the subject of controversy amongst philosophers.? But my doing that has been 
criticized by some commentators, who believe that Anselm requires almost 
the whole length of the Proslogion to prove that something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be thought, which he introduces in P2, is to be identified with 
God. For instance, in an extended review of my book, Jasper Hopkins argued:*+ 


Anselm proves that God is something than which a greater cannot be 
thought by proving that something than which a greater cannot be 
thought is God — i.e., that it has all the attributes which are ascribed by 
Christian religion to God. Richard La Croix rightly recognizes that, strict- 
ly speaking, this proof is the product of the entire Proslogion (or at least 
through Proslogion 23). 


Similarly, more recently Ian Logan commented on my identification of a three- 
fold structure:5 


Unfortunately, [Campbell] does not address the entirety of the text, but 
focuses on P2-3, believing that the identity of God and X [= something 
than which a greater cannot be thought] is established at this stage. But, 
as I have already argued, the identity of God (i.e., the God Anselm be- 
lieves in) and X cannot be established without the later chapters of the 
Proslogion. 


I have not been persuaded by these objections. I will be arguing in Chapter 8 
that P3 is where Anselm identifies the God he believes in as something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. So, if I am right, these criticisms are not 
sound. Adjudication of that issue will have to wait, however, until we examine 
the relevant texts. But I readily concede that my 1976 essay was deficient in 
not giving much attention to the later chapters. I will rectify that omission in 
Chapter 13. 


3 Campbell (1976:11) 
4 Hopkins (1978), p. 251. 
5 Logan (2009), p. 178. 
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1.4 The Layout of this Book 


In the next chapter, I will present my translation of the text of P2—P4. Since 
Ian Logan has recently produced a generally sound translation of the entire 
Proslogion, the tract On Behalf of the Fool (attributed to Gaunilo), and Anselm's 
Reply, it is not necessary to repeat all that here. There is reason to believe that 
Anselm would not object to concentrating on P2—P4. Shortly after these three 
works were written, a shorter manuscript containing just P2-P4, Gaunilo’s 
tract, and Anselm’s Reply began to circulate, apparently with Anselm’s approv- 
al. I include in Chapter 2 a translation just of P2—-P4 as an aid to readers, who 
might well want any easy way of consulting the context in which some passage 
under discussion occurs. 

But providing an aid to readers is not the only reason I include the text of 
P2 to P4. The prevalence of the conventional (mis)understanding of Anselm’s 
Argument can be partly explained by the fact that all of the translations in 
current circulation misrepresent at least some of its premises. Any translation 
of a work such as Anselm’s Proslogion must not only render into English what 
his Latin sentences mean, but those renderings must present a plausible con- 
strual of the logic of the author’s reasoning. Unfortunately, my investigation 
of the logic of Anselm’s Argument has revealed that none of the published 
translations of the premise with which Anselm begins P3 enable his explicitly 
announced conclusion to be validly deduced. Moreover, all but one of the pub- 
lished translations render his crucial premise of Stage Three in a way which 
is question-begging.® Since Stage Three is where, I maintain, Anselm finally 
proves the existence of God, for its premise to beg the question vitiates that 
argument. What I present in Chapter 2 is largely based on Logan’s translation, 
which I judge to be the best available. But I will argue that even it needs amend- 
ing at certain critical points. There are alternative ways of translating those 
key sentences which are not only equally acceptable as renderings of Anselm’s 
Latin, but also enable the conclusions he claims to be validly deduced. 

Any interpretation, especially one which rejects the conventional readings, 
has to be assessed on how well it accords with the original text and whether it 
coherently displays Anselm’s reasoning. I am not asking my readers to accept 
my readings just on my say-so. Where I translate some passage differently from 
others, I will argue for my preferred rendering, in light of the Latin original, in 
the relevant chapter. The text presented in Chapter Two is the outcome of those 


6 The notable exception is Ian Logan’s translation of this premise. 
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considerations. Having that text in Chapter 2 will enable my readers to see the 
context in which some contentious sentence occurs without commentary. 

In Chapter 3, I will outline the three-stage structure I find in Anselm's 
Argument for the existence of God, across P2 and P3, with my reasons for doing 
so. Then, I will turn to exploring the three stages in detail. Anselm does not 
articulate his arguments in any detail. Sometimes he just states the premise or 
premises from which his conclusions follow, and sometimes he indicates one 
or two of the crucial steps in an argument. But mostly he leaves it to his readers 
to work out the detail of how some argument goes. Since they are so contro- 
versial, I have chosen to articulate them line by line, with each line following 
directly from the preceding lines. This has resulted in quite long arguments, 
which some readers might find daunting. But since the validity of his infer- 
ences have regularly been disputed, then the only way to defend their validity 
is to articulate them step-by-step. 

Anselm’s argument in P2 clearly falls into two phases which together com- 
prise Stage One. I will deal with them separately in Chapters 4 and 5. Following 
that analysis of Stage One I have included a short Chapter 6, in which I show 
how Anselm’s reasoning in Stage One justifies what he is about to argue in 
Stage Two. That leads into an examination of his argumentation in Stage Two 
in Chapter 7, and of his argumentation in Stage Three in Chapter 8. 

Chapter 9 discusses the role played by the Fool whose denial of the ex- 
istence of God provokes Anselm’s Argument and then turns to examine 
Gaunilo’s counter-argument in defence of the Fool and some contemporary re- 
statements of it. Then, in Chapter 10, I will explore the arguments Anselm 
presents in his Reply, where he argues in a somewhat different way for the 
conclusions in the Proslogion, including the ‘other argument’ David Smith has 
extracted from R1. In that chapter, I will also consider Anselm's distinctive way 
of understanding possibility and necessity. 

Since Chapters 4 to 8 confirm that Anselm's deduction across all three stag- 
es is valid, the question of the cogency of the Argument comes down to the 
question of whether all its premises are true, or, at any rate, plausible. We will 
consider the plausibility of the premises of each of the three stages, and of the 
reiterated arguments in the Reply in turn. This question is the main burden of 
Chapter u. Having worked our way through all this material, it is appropriate 
to consider what Anselm was aiming to do in presenting this Argument. Is it, as 
conventionally asserted, a version of ‘the ontological argument’? Is it confined 
within the circle of faith? Is he intending by his Argument to convince the Fool 
that God exists? Those questions will be addressed in Chapter 12. I will there 
argue that, while in all three stages Anselm articulates his Argument in terms 
of ‘what can be thought’ the decisive premise he invokes to prove the existence 
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of God is one which has strong backing from the current state of modern sci- 
ence concerning the origin and development of the universe. That is why, as I 
will argue, Anselm’s Argument can no longer be classified as a version of ‘the 
Ontological Argument’ for the existence of God’, but rather, as a cogent version 
of ‘the Cosmological Argument! But that verdict will have to await our working 
through and assessing the validity of this three-stage Argument, and how he 
restates it, as well as the plausibility of its premises. 

Chapter 13 will then follow Anselm on his quest throughout the rest of the 
Proslogion, as he takes what he has established by his three-stage argument 
as the foundation for exploring his Church’s main beliefs about God. But this 
second division of his Address to God (for that is what the word “Proslogion” 
means) is more than a theological exploration; it is at the same time a continu- 
ation of his quest to understand what he believes in order to attain an experi- 
ence of the God in whom he believes. It expresses his yearning to come to 
know and love God fully. It is in this latter, and longer, division of the Proslogion 
that he addresses those other objectives announced in his Preface: 


... that [God] is the supreme good, needing nothing else, and whom all 
things need in order to be and in order to be rightly, and whatever else we 
believe about the divine substance. 


When the Argument is reconstructed as deduced through its three stages, it 
becomes evident that Anselm's reasoning is valid. That becomes manifest as 
we work through each of the three stages. That Anselm’s Argument can only be 
seen to be valid when construed as developed over these three stages strongly 
confirms my interpretation. However, the demonstration in these five chapters 
of the validity of the Argument is inevitably intermixed with a good deal of 
commentary, both on the text, and on the interpretations of other commenta- 
tors. I am aware that readers might well want to check for themselves whether 
the reconstruction I present of his three-stage argument for the existence of 
God is indeed valid. They are likely to find it helpful if they could check that de- 
duction step-by-step without having at the same time consider the intermix- 
ture of commentary and debate which inevitably takes up much of Chapters 4 
to 8. For that reason, I have attached an Appendix which lays out the steps by 
which the Argument proceeds (in English) in the same order as in the text of 
Chapters 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8, respectively. In this presentation, on each line there is 
recorded the numbers of the premises and assumptions upon which that step 
depends and cites the rule of inference licensing the derivation of that step 
from preceding steps. This presentation demonstrates that Anselm’s Argument 
is indeed valid; the premises do entail the conclusions he claims. 


CHAPTER 2 


The Text of Proslogion 2-4 


A prerequisite for a sound appraisal of Anselm’s Argument is a careful ex- 
amination of the text of the Proslogion. Inevitably, no translation from one 
language into another can avoid questions of interpretation. But since the 
interpretation of Anselm’s text has been so controversial, I believe that it is 
desirable to have a fairly literal translation of the relevant passages. Also, since 
what the text presents is an extended inter-connected chain of logical infer- 
ences, how the Latin is to be translated must take account of the logic of that 
argumentation. The translation of P2—P4 which follows is not quite the same 
as the one I included in my 1976 book; I have amended it in the light of more 
recent scholarship. 

I acknowledge that there is a case for including a translation of the whole 
of the Proslogion. For a long time, the most accessible English translation of 
a number of Anselm’s basic writings was an edition by Sidney Norton Deane, 
published in 1903. The first critical edition of Anselm’s Latin manuscripts, 
edited by F.S. Schmitt, was published from 1946 to 1961. This edition aimed to 
distinguish the authentic works of Anselm from later accretions. Since then 
a number of English translations of the complete Proslogion have appeared. 
There is no need to produce yet another. 

Since the controversial issues I wish to address relate largely to P2 to P4, 
I have chosen to present my own translation of just those chapters, as an aid to 
my readers. However, my study of Anselm’s Argument is not confined to those 
three chapters. I advise any reader who might wish to consult a complete text 
to look (preferably) at the full Latin text, or, failing that, at one of the many 
English translations, of which Logan’s is the most accurate. 

In preparing my own translation of these three chapters, I have been guided 
mostly by Ian Logan’s recent presentation of the text. He provides a transcrip- 
tion of the Latin text, a new translation, and a commentary, based on the text of 
a manuscript held in the Bodleian Library in Oxford: Ms Bodley 271 (Sc 1938). 
This manuscript contains the Proslogion, the Pro Insipiente [On Behalf of the 
Fool] attributed to Gaunilo, and Anselm's Reply to that tract. Logan tells us that 
the style of its handwriting is that found mainly in manuscripts produced at 


1 For example, by Eugene Fairweather (1956), Max Charlesworth (1965), Jasper Hopkins 
& Herbert Richardson (1974), a revised translation by Hopkins (1986), David Burr (1996), 
Thomas Williams (2007), Ian Logan (2009), and Matthew Walz (2013). 
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Christ Church Priory, Canterbury. He believes an edition of Anselm’s works 
was produced with the involvement of Anselm at the end of his life, and that 
this manuscript is that edition. He also tells us that the edition produced by 
Schmitt et al. is virtually identical to that contained in Bodley 271. 

As was the medieval custom, that manuscript is full of abbreviations which 
Logan helpfully transcribes, expands, and then translates. That manuscript also 
includes, immediately following the Proslogion, and before the Pro Insipiente, a 
document called the Sumptum ex eodem libello. This document reiterates, with 
some minor changes, the text of P2 to P4, and it is to that extract that Gaunilo’s 
On Behalf of the Fool refers. There is no doubt that manuscripts containing less 
than the full text of the Proslogion were being produced very soon after it was 
written. In presenting here a translation of only P2, P3, and P4, I am therefore 
in accord with that early precedent. 

A few comments about my translation are pertinent. Anselm uses two Latin 
expressions to convey the concept of existence: parts of the verb “esse [to be]”; 
and “esse in re [to be in reality]’. When the verb “esse” and its 3rd person sin- 
gular form “es?” are not qualified by an adverbial phrase which relativizes it, it 
is right to interpret it as meaning “exist”. Usually, the context shows when the 
verb is being used in that sense, and I have followed that custom. But this verb 
is also used as a copular, that is, it is followed by an adjectival word or phrase to 
form a predicate. In such cases, generally it simply means “is”. In Anselm’s Latin 
text it is not always clear which meaning he intends occurrences of this verb to 
convey. I will discuss some of these issues in more detail in § 4.4. 

Another choice any translator must make concerns which English word to 
use to translate Anselm’s use of cogitare: “think”; or “conceive”. Both English 
words are ambiguous, although either is acceptable. Anselm also has at his dis- 
posal the Latin word conicere, which means “to put together”. In the Reply, he 
uses that verb to mean “to conceive”. Given this, I have chosen to use “think” to 
translate his use of cogitare. My reasons for that choice is that it is more com- 
monly used in translations than “conceive”; it is a simpler English word to use 
in what are otherwise complex linguistic phrases; and it allows his distinction 
between cogitare and conicere to be mirrored in the translation. 

In making that choice, I acknowledge that it is not altogether felicitous. In 
the secondary literature, the most common translation of his key formula, 
aliquid quo nichil maius cogitari possit, renders it word-for-word as “something 
than which nothing greater can be thought’? In Anselm’s Latin, cogitare is a 


2 Strictly speaking, that translation is not correct; it should be “... could be thought”! But hav- 
ing introduced the description with the subjunctive verb “could [possit]’, Anselm continues 
using the phrase with the indicative form of the verb: “can [potest]”. 
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transitive verb which takes a plain accusative. While that Latin phrase is quite 
proper, this English translation of it has been criticised as an unnecessary 
Latinism.? In English, we think thoughts, not things; we think of things. So, 
a more idiomatic translation of Anselm’s formula would be “something than 
which nothing greater could be thought of”. That clumsy expression could be 
avoided by translating cogitare as “conceive’, since in English both things and 
thoughts can be conceived. But discussing Anselm's cogitations in terms of 
what is ‘conceivable’ becomes rather turgid. It is clear enough what Anselm’s 
phrase means; he is speaking of something which is such that it is not possible 
to think of anything greater than it. If we understand his formula as saying 
that, that expresses one way of using cogitare and avoids the awkwardness of 
“thinking of”, 

How to render the so-called ‘titles’ of the various ‘chapters’ is also an issue. 
Translators standardly place the ‘title’ of each ‘chapter’ at the beginning of the 
relevant chapter, like modern chapter headings. Those insertions, however, 
have the effect of interrupting the flow of the text. In fact, the oldest manu- 
scripts only record these ‘titles’ in a list placed immediately after the Preface 
and before the text of the Proslogion, like a modern table of contents. In pre- 
senting a translation of P2—P4 below, I have replicated the medieval practice, 
rather than the modern. 

In anticipation of the structure of the Argument which I have discerned in 
this text, I have taken the liberty of breaking the paragraphs which constitute 
each numbered chapter into the separate steps which Anselm moves the logic 
of his Argument forward. And beside each of those steps I have labelled its 
place in the overall structure of the Argument. 


Proslogion \1-1v 


u. That God truly exists 

ui. That he cannot be thought not to exist 

Iv. How the fool said in his heart what cannot be thought 
Opening Prayer 11. Therefore, Lord, You who give understanding to faith, give me, 

so far as You know it to be appropriate, [to understand] that You are 

as we believe, and that You are what we believe. 


3 Ina review of From Belief to Understanding by Peter Geach (1977). 
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Initial Belief, 
to be justified 
The Question 


Stage One 
Premise 


Step Two 


Sub-conclusion 


Sub-conclusion 
to be justified 
Step Three 


Comment 
Step Four 


Step Five 
Conclusion 


Stage Two 
Conclusion, 
to be justified 


And indeed, we believe You to be something than which nothing 
greater could be thought. 

Or is there not anything of such a nature, since the Fool has said in 
his heart “there is no God”? 


But surely this same Fool, when he hears this very thing which I 
say, “something than which nothing greater can be thought”, under- 
stands what he hears, 

and what he understands is in his understanding, even if he does not 
understand that it exists. For it is one thing for a thing to be in the 
understanding, and another to understand that it exists. For when a 
painter thinks in advance what he is about to make, he at least has 
it in his understanding, but he does not yet understand that what 
he has not yet made exists. When he has painted it, he both has it in 
his understanding and understands that what he has already made 
exists. 

Therefore, even the Fool is committed to accepting that something 
than which nothing greater can be thought is at any rate in the un- 
derstanding, because when he hears it he understands it, and what- 
ever is understood is in the understanding. 

And certainly, that than which a greater cannot be thought cannot 
be only in the understanding. 

For if it is only in the understanding, it can be thought to be also in 
reality, 

which is greater. 

If therefore that than which a greater cannot be thought is only in 
the understanding, that same thing than which a greater cannot be 
thought is that than which a greater can be thought. 

But this certainly cannot be. 

Therefore, there is proven, beyond doubt, to be something than 
which a greater cannot be thought, both in the understanding and 
in reality. 


uw. Which certainly so truly exists that it could not be thought not 


to exist. 


4 Apossible alternative translation of this sentence is: “For if it is only in the understanding, it 


is possible to think there is in reality what is greater”. I will discuss this alternative in §5.5. 
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Premise 


Comment 
Step Two 


Step Three 
Conclusion 


Stage Three 
Conclusions, 
to be justified 
Premise of 1st 
Argument 


Step Two 
Premise of 2nd 
Argument 
Conclusion 


The Fool’s Folly 


Reflections 


The Problem 


The Solution 


The Reason 


CHAPTER 2 


For it can be thought to be something which could not be thought 
not to exist, 

which is greater than what can be thought not to exist. 

Therefore, if that than which a greater cannot be thought can be 
thought not to exist, that very thing than which a greater cannot be 
thought is not that than which a greater cannot be thought, 


which cannot be consistent. 
Therefore, something than which a greater cannot be thought so 
truly exists that it could not be thought not to exist. 


And this is You, Lord our God. You therefore, Lord my God, so truly 
exist that You could not be thought not to exist. And rightly so. 

For if some mind could think of something better than You, the 
creature would ascend above the creator, and pass judgement on the 
creator, 

which is quite absurd. 

And indeed, whatever is other than You alone can be thought not 
to be. 

Therefore, You alone most truly of all, and thus maximally of all, 
have being, because whatever is other [than You] is not so truly, and 
for this reason has less being. 

Why then has the Fool said in his heart “There is no God’, when it 
is so immediately obvious to the rational mind that You are to the 
highest degree of all? Why, unless that he is stupid and foolish? 


Iv. Truly, how has he said in his heart what he could not think, or 
how could he not think what he has said in his heart, when to say in 
one’s heart and to think are the same? 

If he has truly — or rather, since he has truly — both thought it, since 
he has it in his heart, and not said it in his heart, since he could not 
think it, something is not said in one’s heart or thought in only one 
way. 

For a thing is thought in one way when the word signifying it is 
thought, and in another way when that which the thing itself is is 
understood. 
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Conclusion 


Conclusions 
Re-asserted 


Closing Prayer 


Accordingly, God can be thought not to exist in that way, but not at 
all in this. Indeed, no-one who understands that which God is can 
think that God does not exist, although he says these words in his 
heart, either without any, or with some extraneous signification. 

For God is that than which a greater cannot be thought. Whoever 
understands that properly [bene], certainly understands that that 
thing itself exists in such a way that not even in thought can it not 
exist. Therefore, whoever understands that God is so cannot think 
that He does not exist. 

Thanks to You, good Lord, thanks to You, because what I first be- 
lieved by Your gift, I now understand by Your illumination, so that if 
I should not want to believe that You exist, I would be unable not to 
understand it. 


CHAPTER 3 


The Structure of Anselm’s Argument for the 
Existence of God 


Anselm's Proslogion continues to attract attention because it contains an 
argument for the existence of God. In the Introduction I briefly mentioned 
the reading I share with a few other commentators: that Anselm sets out his 
Argument for the existence of God in three distinct stages spread across P2 and 
P3. In this chapter I will lay out that threefold argumentative structure. 

The first stage is in P2, where he argues — not for the existence of God — 
but for the existence of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 
The second stage occurs in the first half of P3, where he argues that this same 
something so truly exists that it could not be thought not to exist. Only after 
these two sub-conclusions have been established does he present a third stage, 
in the second half of P3, where, drawing upon the previous two stages, he con- 
cludes that ‘this’ — the same thing which is the subject of the conclusion of 
Stage Two — is ‘our God’, and that ‘my God’ so truly exists that He could not be 
thought not to exist. That threefold structure still seems to me to be as clear, 
and as straightforward, as any argument could be. We will see that this is the 
only way of construing his Argument for the existence of God which is logi- 
cally valid. 

In this chapter I will work through those three stages to show (a) that that 
is indeed the overall structure of his argument for the existence of God, and 
(b) why those alternative interpretations which locate that argument else- 
where — either just in P2, or in the entire text — are based on mistaken and 
indefensible readings of the text. That investigation will inevitably involve 
commenting adversely on those interpretations which propose a different 
structure. 

In recent times, Anselm’s argument has attracted the attention of a large 
number of both foes and friends: those who come to find fault with it, and 
those who enter the debates to respond to those criticisms. However, in this 
chapter I set those debates aside, adjourning consideration of those issues to 
later chapters. Indeed, until we have a clear view of what the Argument is, we 
are in no position to assess the plausibility of its premises. While our assess- 
ment of the overall Argument cannot avoid engaging with the many controver- 
sies over issues of its plausibility, those issues can be safely left until after we 
have investigated its macro-structure. 
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3.1 The Two Styles of Discourse 


The situation in which Anselm finds himself is easy to understand. As a devout 
monk, much of his time, every day, is spent praying. So, it is not surprising that 
the basic structure of the Proslogion is as an extended prayer. But as he prays he 
is distracted by extraneous thoughts — a not uncommon experience for those 
who spend a long time praying. He suddenly remembers that there is a verse in 
the book of Psalms which tells of a Fool who says in his heart, “There is no God”. 
Anselm takes that as a challenge to his very existence as a monk. 

We noted in Chapter One that, becoming dissatisfied with his Monologion, 
he came to write the Proslogion because it would be better if he could find a 
single argument [wnum argumentum] which would suffice to establish both 
that God truly exists, and a number of other beliefs about the divine nature. 
He says that his struggles to find a single argument which would fulfil that pre- 
scription brought him almost to the point of despair, until one day the key idea 
occurred to him. So, he wrote the work “in the guise of someone trying to lift 
up his mind to contemplate God and seeking to understand what he believes’. 

That is why he wrote the Proslogion largely in the language of prayer. 
Expressing his ‘one argument’ in this style emphasized the intensely person- 
al nature of his quest. For him, writing this work was an intensely personal 
exercise; he had dedicated himself to the monastic life, much to his parents’ 
displeasure, and if there were no God, then the whole raison détre of his life 
would be completely undermined. That is, whether God exists is, for him, an 
existential question — not just in the sense of being about the truth of an ex- 
istential proposition, but, much more seriously, in the sense that his own very 
existence as a monk was at stake. 

But employing the language of prayer meant that he could not deal directly 
with the question of whether God truly exists. It makes no sense to ask, “Do 
you exist?” That would be silly; to ask anyone “Do you exist?” is already to pre- 
suppose that the question already has only one possible answer: “Yes”. That 
question is therefore not a genuine question, and any exploration couched 
in those terms would not be authentic. So, he has to find a way of engaging 
with the challenge which the Fool’s denial poses to his very act of praying. That 
can only be accomplished if he suspends his prayer in order to think through, 
using the impersonal mode of public discourse, an effective response to this 
challenge. 

That is why much of the text of P2 to P4 is written in third-person prose, 
unlike most of the rest of the Proslogion. Overall, Anselm’s Proslogion is writ- 
ten as an extended prayer of varying types; he asks to be given understanding; 
he confesses how he is feeling; he admonishes his own weakness; he pleads to 
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be granted an experience of God; he gives thanks for receiving enlightenment. 
Throughout it all, he keeps offering reasons for the many theses he proposes 
with respect to the existence and nature of the God to whom he is praying. 
That is, most of the text is written in first-to-second person language, although 
in anumber of places he intersperses that kind of discourse with passages writ- 
ten in impersonal prose, where no first or second personal pronouns appear. 
As we will see, the oscillation between these two writing styles is especially 
significant in P2 to P4, where the shifts back and forth serve to structure how 
the argument proceeds. There are other third-person passages in some later 
sections also, where he is exploring the reasons for some second-person thesis 
he has announced. Also, there are passages in P14, P24, and P25 where instead 
of addressing God, he interrogates himself, addressing his remarks to “my soul” 
and to himself as “little man’. 

When he does refer to God in Stage Three he uses verbs in the second per- 
son, sometimes also the pronoun “You” [tu], as well as the vocatives “Lord” 
[domine], “Lord our God” [domine deus noster], and “Lord my God” [domine 
deus meus]. But none of the impersonal sentences in P2 and P3 spelling out 
the first two stages of his Argument contain the noun “God” [deus], other than 
his reporting what the Fool has said. Why that should be so is an interest- 
ing question to ponder, but I will leave that until when we come to assess in 
what sense he has offered a ‘proof’ for his conclusions. Despite this, he seems 
to have no reservations about using the noun “God” when commenting upon 
his Argument, in P4, nor when appropriate in the extended discussion of the 
divine nature in P5 to P26. Furthermore, his Reply to Gaunilo is all written in 
third-person language, with many referential uses of “God”. So, it appears that 
he had no reservations about transposing his second-person claims into claims 
expressed in third-person language. 

It is important to emphasize that Anselm’s reasoning is not confined just to 
the passages written in third-person prose. He continues to develop his rea- 
soning, and to draw conclusions from it, throughout the whole length of the 
Proslogion. That is, his practice shows that it is possible to conduct arguments 
even while writing in the language of prayer. This is unfamiliar territory for 
many modern readers, who bring their latter-day mindsets to the examination 
of Anselm’s texts. Being intent on assessing the cogency of Anselm’s argumen- 
tation, they exemplify the prevailing attitude that arguments are to be found 
only in prose passages, and so cease looking once Anselm resumes his prayer. 
At least, that is one possible explanation of why the passage in the second 
half of P3 has been almost universally ignored, by both defenders and critics. 
Since he has started praying again, surely, he must have already concluded his 
Argument! 
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On the contrary, I will demonstrate that it is precisely in this part of the 
text — the second half of P3 — where the reasoning of the prose passage at- 
tains its proper consummation. For Anselm, reasoning and praying are not 
incompatible; rather, they coincide. And we will see that Anselm’s oscillating 
between the language styles of first-to-second-person prayer and third-person 
prose is both deliberate and illuminating. 


3.2 The Quest 


The Proslogion begins with Anselm addressing himself, exhorting himself to 
enter the inner room of his mind and there to seek God. Accordingly, he then 
redirects his thought into the form of a prayer, asking God to teach his heart 
“where and how it should seek You”. The section continues as an extended 
prayer in which he makes clear that he is not presuming to know the essence 
of the God to whom he is praying, but that he is seeking to understand what he 
believes. By beginning in this way, Anselm very cleverly casts his writing in the 
Proslogion as at once an intellectual and a spiritual inquiry. 

For Anselm, his engaging in constructing rational arguments is a quest. To 
characterize intellectual inquiry in that way is not peculiar to him; it is a very 
ancient idea, going back to the very beginning of Philosophy. For example, in 
his poem On Truth, Parmenides depicts himself as a young man taken ona jour- 
ney to meet a goddess who instructs him about the two routes for inquiry: one 
expressed by “is”, and the other expressed by “is not”. We do not know whether 
Anselm was aware of Parmenides, but that the vocation of a philosopher is to 
be committed to a quest is one which has resonated down the centuries. 

As Anselm's writing in Pi proceeds, he reiterates how he is seeking to come 
to know the God whom he says he does not know. There then follows a long 
and powerful expression of his distress. The fate of man is to have lost that for 
which he was made, expelled “from a homeland into exile, from the vision of 
God into our blindness”. And so he prays that God would “look upon, listen to, 
and enlighten us”. He approaches God as one famished, asking to be filled. The 
prayer in Pi ends with three statements designed to make clear the character 
of his search: 


Lord, I do not attempt to penetrate Your loftiness, for in no way do I com- 
pare my understanding to it; but I desire to some extent Your truth, which 
my heart believes and loves. And indeed, I do not seek to understand so 
that I believe, but I believe so that I understand. For I also believe this: 
that unless I believe, I shall not understand. 
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Given these heartfelt statements, those who interpret Anselm’s Argument as 
primarily designed to persuade an atheist to become a believer in God have 
surely misinterpreted its whole point. 

In his Preface, Anselm writes that he had originally entitled his work 
Faith Seeking Understanding. That would have been a very apt title; it accu- 
rately expresses the character of the work. But later, having been told by the 
Archbishop of Lyon to put his name to the work as its author, he changed its 
title to Proslogion, that is, an address [alloquium], a Greek title which explicitly 
compares it to, and contrasts it with, his earlier Monologion [soliquium]. 

That the entire Proslogion traces out Anselm’s intellectual and spiritual 
quest is germane to a question we will consider in chapter 12: in what sense 
does his Argument amount to a proof of the existence of God. He certainly uses 
the verb “to prove” [probare], but it is not so obvious just what that word meant 
to him. At this early stage, I just want to signal that I believe that his character- 
izing his work as a quest is a consideration relevant to ascertaining what kind 
of proof he intended it to be. 


3.3 The Formula 


Anselm’s prayer is disrupted by his suddenly remembering the Fool who says 
in his heart, “There is no God [non est deus|”. Somehow, he has to meet the 
challenge that poses for him. He therefore breaks off his prayer in order to ar- 
ticulate, in third-person discourse, the first segment of the unum argumentum 
he had discovered. That is the part, occupying P2—P4, which takes up the proj- 
ect of finding something “which would need nothing else to prove itself than 
itself alone, and would suffice to establish that God truly exists”. In the Preface, 
he expresses his joy and excitement as having discovered a form of words, a 
formula, which will do just that. 

Anselm was writing in an intellectual tradition stemming from Augustine 
and Boethius. Given that, his whole investigation required him to find an argu- 
ment which would, at least in its initial steps, be acceptable to someone who 
denies that God exists. This means that although his quest is to understand 
what he believes — an intensely personal venture — it arises in a dialectical set- 
ting where there actually is someone on the opposite side of the question. He 
might not be able to convince that opponent to change his mind; indeed, he 
might not even want to. The issue is so momentous that for such a conviction 
to occur would involve much more than an intellectual exercise. Such a convic- 
tion involves one’s attitudes, emotions, and values. But the kind of dialectics he 
had been trained in meant that any argument on a controversial issue must at 
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least start out from common ground. That is why he breaks off from his prayer 
early in P2 and does not resume it until he has found a common ground upon 
which he could build an argument proving to himself that there is a God to 
whom he could address his prayers. Once he has overcome this challenge to 
the possibility of praying, he can resume his prayer, addressing some substan- 
tive conclusions to God. 

He introduces the key idea which enabled him, by articulating a ‘single ar- 
gument;, to fulfil the ambitious program he sketches in the Preface, by writing: 


Et quidem credimus te esse aliquid quo nichil maius cogitari possit. 


And indeed, we believe You to be something than which nothing greater 
could be thought. 


As we will see, his text proceeds with some minor variations on this way of 
wording his famous formula. 

In the form in which Anselm stated it, no earlier thinker appears to have 
anticipated his Argument. Scholars with generous imaginations have found 
some interesting passages in the writings of a few previous philosophers, such 
as Parmenides and Plato, which develop arguments pertaining to what really 
exists. But those arguments are nothing like Anselm’s Argument. Anselm does 
not provide much help to anyone wanting to find out his sources. His writings 
contain only a small number of explicit references to earlier thinkers, and most 
of those are to Augustine. So, from where did Anselm derive this formula? 
Although he declares that ‘we’ believe God to be something than which noth- 
ing greater could be thought, the provenance of that formula is not clear. The 
phrase is not Biblical, nor had it been endorsed by the Church's teaching au- 
thority: the magisterium. Yet Anselm presents it as a given article of Christian 
faith. That has generated some speculation as to its source and status. 

The two recently published philosophical books I commended in Chapter 1- 
Ian Logan’s Reading Anselm's Proslogion, and David Smith’s Anselm’s Other 
Argument — both properly seek to place Anselm’s Argument in its intellectual 
context. Logan sensitively explores the ‘prehistory’ of the intellectual tradition 
to which Anselm belongs, and one of whose many virtues of Smith’s book is 
his citing passages from Augustine which illuminate Anselm’s meaning. The 
major influences on Anselm’s thinking seem to be three: Augustine, Aristotle 
and Boethius. 

Logan’s historical investigations have led him to find out which books were 
in the library at Bec in Anselm’s time, and references in Anselm’s letters yield 
at least indications as to some of the books he has read. It is apparent that he 
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was well educated and widely read.! Both Logan and Smith point to passages 
in Augustine’s writings where he describes God as that than which nothing is 
greater, or better, or higher. But Smith rightly comments that this characteriza- 
tion is one from which Anselm explicitly distinguishes his own.? (Anselm does 
that in Reply 5). Both Logan and Smith cite a few passages where Augustine 
uses phrases even closer to Anselm’s: “God is that than which no better can 
be conceived”? and “No soul has ever been or ever will be able to conceive 
of anything better than God”* Since Anselm himself in P3 uses “greater” and 
“better” interchangeably, the suggestion that Augustine might well have been 
the source for the phrase he uses is plausible. 

Logan reports that a comparison of Anselm’s writings with those of Boethius 
show that Anselm was well acquainted with Boethius’ works, especially his 
commentaries on Aristotle. Certainly, the way Anselm constructs his Argument 
shows that he is conforming to the rules for finding arguments propounded by 
Boethius in his In Ciceronis Topica. (We will look at that more closely in §9.2.) 
Logan observes that similar language to that of Augustine and Anselm is also 
found in Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy.® He speculates that the kind of 
argument proposed by Boethius might have its origins in Aristotle, who is re- 
ported by Simplicius to have come up with an argument for the existence of 
God in a work, On Philosophy, which has not survived. 

As well as Logan, a number of commentators, including Smith,® and Brian 
Davies’ refer to a passage in Seneca the Younger (c. 4 BC—65 AD) where the 
phrase “that than which nothing greater can be conceived [excogitari|” 
occurs,® but Smith points out that its application there is restricted to God’s 
‘magnitude’. Although not a Christian, Seneca was viewed favourably by early 
Christian writers, with Tertullian referring to him as “our Seneca’. So, if Seneca’s 
Naturales Quaestiones was known to Anselm, he could well have borrowed the 
phrase from that author. Logan reports that scholars have established that this 
work by Seneca was rediscovered in Northern France in the early twelfth cen- 
tury at the latest, and was widely circulated at that time, but he sums up the 
situation thus: 


BH 


Logan (2009), pp. 8-9. 
Smith (2014), pp. 1-2. 
Augustine, De moribus ecclesiae catholicae: 2.11.24. 
Augustine, Confessions 7.4.6). 
Boethius, De Consolatione Philosophiae: 111, 10. 
Smith (2014), p.1. 
Davies (2004), p. 159. 
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Seneca, Naturales Quaestiones: 1, Pref. 13. 
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Thus, although there is no conclusive supporting evidence of Seneca’s 
influence here, nevertheless it cannot be ruled out, for of all the possible 
anticipations of Anselm's formula Seneca’s is the closest to that of Anselm 
and is the only one that employs the word “maius [greater]” rather than 
“melius [better]”.9 


It is noteworthy that while Anselm begins his Argument in P2 with the phrase 
“something than which nothing greater could be thought’, he switches with- 
out explanation to a related phrase halfway through P2 — “that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought” — which he generalizes at the end of Pz, to 
“something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought”. He then keeps using the 
latter phrase for the rest of the Argument, into P4.!° While the two “something 
than which ...” phrases are logically equivalent, there is a subtle but significant 
difference between them. To say “nothing greater can be thought” might be 
understood to imply that such a thing is thinkable. Perhaps it was to annul that 
nuance that he expresses the verb in the first locution in the subjunctive mood: 
“nothing greater could be thought”. The second locution rules out such a con- 
versational implication. So, once this something has been identified as God, 
to say that nothing greater than God can be thought is compatible with God 
being the greatest thinkable. That, however, is a proposition which Anselm ex- 
plicitly denies in P15, where he argues that not only is God [something] than 
which a greater cannot be thought, but he is greater than can be thought. 

Anselm sometimes uses other variations on his formula. As already men- 
tioned, Anselm introduces his formula with the subjunctive form of the verb 
“could [possit]”, and he sometimes uses that form of words elsewhere. And 
once he has identified this something as God he often uses the phrase “than 
which a greater cannot be thought [quo maius cogitari nequit]’ without either 
aliquid or quo. As we have just noted, sometimes he uses a phrase which he ob- 
viously regarded as meaning much the same: “something than which nothing 
better [melius] can be thought”. The word “melius” is introduced here not as a 
synonym for “maius’, but because he is anticipating what he will argue later: 
that God is the greatest good." 


9 More recently, in a personal email, Logan has told me that he thinks that he can show 
with some confidence that Anselm took “id quo nichil maius cogitari potest” from Seneca’s 
Naturales Quaestiones. 

10 —_ But he reverts sometimes to “than which nothing greater can be thought’, for example, at 
the beginning of P5. 

11 Logan (2009), p. 96. 
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Since constant repetition of these slightly different but logically equiva- 
lent phrases would quickly become tedious, I considered using abbreviations 
of Anselm’s descriptive phrases “something than which...” and “that than 
which ...” when no substantive issue turns on the precise formulation. Other 
commentators use different abbreviations: David Smith, and some others, use 
“something G” and “that G’; Ian Logan uses “something X”. Neither of these ab- 
breviations is very elegant, so I eventually decided to stay with Anselm's own 
words but hyphenate them for easier reading. 

Having proved, to his own satisfaction, that something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought is both in the understanding and in reality, he then extends 
that line of thought to a second stage, where he proves, again to his own satis- 
faction, that this same something cannot even be thought not to exist. Once he 
has concluded that this something so truly exists that it cannot be thought not 
to exist, he moves back into the language of prayer, to affirm that this some- 
thing is the God to whom he is praying. From that it follows that he can declare 
to God that “You so truly exist that You cannot be thought not to exist”. 

In this way, his proof of the existence of God is indirect. He first has to derive 
those two conclusions concerning his formula before he is in any position to 
assert anything about God. I am aware that his use of this formula to prove the 
existence of God disconcerts some readers who would otherwise be sympa- 
thetic to his enterprise. Since the formula is couched in terms of what cannot 
be thought, it seems to them that Anselm is trying to derive the existence of 
God from the limitations of human thinking. Why should any significant con- 
clusion about the existence God follow from the fact that we humans cannot 
think of anything greater? 

This is an interesting objection; it calls attention to the negative character 
of this formula. There are two observations to make about this. Firstly, Anselm 
is not attributing the fact that nothing greater can be thought to some limita- 
tion in human thinking. As we will see in Chapter u, when we will step back 
to reflect upon his Argument, his sense of possibility has to be understood in 
terms of powers and abilities. His verb “potest” not only means “is possible’, it 
also means “can’, and “is able”. The noun formed from that verb is “potestas”, 
which is the standard Latin word for “power”. So, what something can do or 
be depends upon its having the relevant capacities to do or be. And what can 
be thought about something depends upon the nature of what that thought 
is about. As we will see, for Anselm, the natures of things enable us to think 
about them and circumscribe what can be thought about them. Therefore, his 
formula is saying that it is because something has a nature which is greater 
than anything else, that thinking is unable to pass beyond it. There is nothing 
greater towards which thinking could be directed. That is not a limitation or 
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deficiency in human intellectual capacities; it is a consequence of how genu- 
ine thinking derives its significance from what it is directed towards. Why this 
is so will become clearer as our analysis proceeds. 

Secondly, before he is finished, Anselm will deduce an extremely strong 
positive conclusion from the negative character of his formula. At the end of 
P3, he declares that God exists most truly and maximally of all. The point of the 
negative in his formula is that rather than there being an indefinitely extend- 
ible series of greater and yet greater goods, like the series of natural numbers 
which has no limit, he will eventually deduce that everything other than God 
does not exist as truly. Therefore, the series of greater things has a maximum. 


3.4 The Alleged Definition 


As mentioned above, Anselm introduces this formula in Pz by declaring to God 
that ‘we believe’ Him to be something than which nothing greater could be 
thought. The task Anselm tackles in P2 is to show how this descriptive phrase, 
when considered in conjunction with other premises, is existence-entailing. 
Some commentators have taken that intention as evidence that Anselm has 
simply begged the question. But that criticism is absurd. If this argument is to 
be dismissed as question-begging simply because its conclusions follow validly 
from its premises, then anyone who advances valid arguments for some con- 
clusion would be guilty of begging the question. Others have taken the fact that 
the formula is existence-entailing as sufficient reason to object to Anselm's use 
of it. (I will discuss that issue in §5.4 and again in §8.4). Howbeit, to show that 
this formula, when combined with his other premises, is existence-entailing is 
the burden of the argument Anselm develops in P2. 

A large majority of the commentators, supporters and opponents alike, as- 
sume that Anselm’s Argument is wholly contained in P2. Some do look fur- 
ther afield, to the Reply, to find supplementary material, but even those who 
do that almost always do so in order to explicate the premises deployed in 
the P2 argument. Even such a notable theologian as Karl Barth, who rejected 
the common labelling of Anselm's alleged argument as ‘the original version 
of the Ontological Argument’!” presented the proof of God’s existence as lo- 
cated in Pz, and characterizes P3 as an investigation into the mode of God's 
existence. Once we have worked our way through Anselm’s text, it will become 
clear that, for all its widespread acceptance, this assumption is quite wrong. 


12 Barth (1931/1960), p. 171. 
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It is particularly unfortunate that those philosophical books presented as 
definitive expositions of Anselm's thought perpetuate this traditional misread- 
ing of P2.!3 Slightly different are Sandra Visser and Thomas Williams, who re- 
ject the traditional interpretation of P2. Because they accept that Anselm's P2 
argument as stated in P2 is vulnerable to Gaunilo’s parody, they present an 
alternative reconstruction of that argument, informed by passages in Anselm’s 
Reply.4 Nevertheless, they do not see the argument as extended into P3; it is 
still located entirely in P2. 

Most striking in this regard is Graham Oppy’s contribution to the online 
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy on ‘The Ontological Argument’. He does 
acknowledge that there are commentators (including myself) “who claim that 
there is a single argument which spans at least P2—P3, and perhaps the entire 
work”. But he then says that he will ignore this aspect of the controversy about 
the Proslogion, and instead will “just focus on the question of the analysis of 
the material in Proslogion II on the assumption that there is an independent 
argument for the existence of God which is given therein’. That assumption is 
indeed commonly made, but it is demonstrably false. It misrepresents what 
is merely the first stage of Anselm’s argument for the existence of God as the 
entire argument. Thereby, this article presents as Anselm’s argument a form of 
reasoning which is invalid, as I will show in §4.4, when his actual Argument — 
when properly understood — is indeed valid. Given that the traditional inter- 
pretation is so prevalent, it is certainly proper that it be reviewed in an encyclo- 
paedia entry. But to dismiss any discussion of alternative interpretations on the 
basis of a false assumption is unacceptable. I can think of only one explanation 
for such an uncritical misrepresentation: this tradition is so entrenched that 
any alternative interpretation to its faulty scholarship just seems incredible. 

The only effective way of rectifying this lamentable situation is to look more 
carefully at the text. So, how does Anselm reason in P2? He has already ex- 
plained the character of his quest by finishing his introductory prayer in P1 
with the declaration that he does not seek to understand so he might believe, 
but rather he believes so that he might understand. He then begins P2 by 
prayerfully specifying two petitions he wants to understand: 


13. Such as Jasper Hopkins’ Companion to the Study of St. Anselm (1972), Max Charlesworth’s 
translation and commentary of St Anselm’s Proslogion (1965), Brian Davies’ contribution 
to the Cambridge Companion to Anselm (Great Medieval Thinkers) (2004), and Sandra 
Visser & Thomas Williams’ Anselm. 

14 Visser & Williams: Anselm (2009). 
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Therefore, Lord, You who give understanding to faith, give me [to under- 
stand], so far as You know it to be expedient, that You are as we believe, 
and that You are what we believe. 


He then writes a sentence which clearly is meant to specify one of the beliefs 
which ‘we believe’ God to be, as mentioned in the last phrase of the previous 
sentence: 


And indeed, we believe You to be something than which nothing greater 
can be thought. 


This is the sentence which introduces his formula, that ‘middle term’ around 
which his Argument is to turn. The sentence is manifestly a declaration of be- 
lief. That is, what he has just articulated is the content of one of the beliefs he 
is seeking to understand — but does not yet understand. That is made clear by 
his introducing this belief with the word “and [et]”. The point of this little word 
is to indicate that this sentence is to be read in conjunction with the previous 
sentence, as a specification of one of the petitions he has just submitted. There 
is no doubt that the role of this sentence is to put the phrase, “something than 
which nothing greater could be thought” into play. But that is all. At this stage, 
that description of God is only programmatic; as yet Anselm lacks understand- 
ing of whether it is true, or even whether there is a God to whom he can con- 
tinue praying. He believes there is, but his belief is blind. Read carefully, the 
level of confidence conveyed by this sentence resides in the fact that Anselm 
genuinely believes it; it is not the level of confidence which would attend the 
proclamation of a proposition so strong that his proof could be built upon it. 
I cannot emphasize too strongly: That God is something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought is not the premise of his Argument; it is one of those beliefs 
whose import, at this stage, he still does not fully understand. One of the func- 
tions of his Argument is to prove it to be sound. 

To maintain that this identification is not the premise of his alleged argu- 
ment is to stand against nine centuries of misinterpretation. Firstly Gaunilo, 
then Thomas Aquinas, and almost all commentators right up to the present, 
misreport Anselm’s alleged argument as having as its first premise a propo- 
sition extracted from that initial statement of belief. To do this they have to 
detach the sentence from the context of its articulation and ignore the fact 
that the identification of God as something than which ... is within the scope 
of “we believe”. Only by dismissing (usually without any argument) that fact 
can they take Anselm to be here explicitly asserting that God is something 
than which.... By detaching this alleged assertion from its context, they fail 
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to take seriously that he has just articulated a belief which, at this stage, he is 
yet to vindicate. Once we recognize this simple fact, the assumption that it is 
legitimate to extract the content of this belief as the premise for an argument 
to prove the existence of God is extraordinary. Such an interpretation has to 
set aside the facts that this sentence is introduced by his explicit declaration 
that his whole project is to seek to understand what he believes, and that this 
is presented as the first candidate in that enterprise. 

Extraordinary though it is, there is a long tradition of assuming that Anselm's 
initial declaration of “what we believe” is intended to introduce a definition 
of God as ‘something than which nothing greater can be thought’ This tra- 
dition goes back to at least Thomas Aquinas, who rejected what appears to 
be Anselm's Argument on the grounds that it proceeds from this definition to 
draw an existential conclusion. Aquinas bases his rejection on this very point:5 


... because nothing thus defined would thereby be granted existence in 
the world of fact (esse in rerum natura), but merely as thought about. 
Unless one is given that something in fact exists than which nothing 
greater can be thought — and this nobody denying the existence of God 
would grant — the conclusion that God exists does not follow. 


Various scholars have suggested that Aquinas never read the Proslogion, and in 
making this criticism was perhaps relying upon a second- or third-hand ‘crib 
sheet’ circulating for the use of students. Or perhaps he was responding to a 
‘second-hand’ version of the argument. Endorsing that suggestion, Ian Logan 
writes:!6 


Thomas Aquinas ... may not have been directly acquainted with the text 
of this work. In fact, it is well attested that in his treatment of Anselm’s ar- 
gument Aquinas was responding to the use of the argument by thirteenth 
century scholastics, in particular Bonaventure. 


But Aquinas’ powerful influence has ensured that generations of commenta- 
tors ever since have approached the Argument with the preunderstanding that 
the Argument proceeds from a definition of God. It would be tedious to cite 
all the commentators who so blithely assume this; I will cite only a few. In his 


15 Thomas Aquinas: Summa Theologica: 1a, 2,1, ad 2. 
16 —_ Logan (2009), pp. 137-8. To support this, Logan cites Brian Davies (1992), and also Jean 
Chatillon (1959), esp. p. 228, and B. Bonansea (1973). 
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commentary which forms part of the Oxford edition of the Proslogion, Max 
Charlesworth characterizes Anselm’s question as:!” 


Can we show by rational means that what we believe by faith can be un- 
derstood? That is to say, can we show by rational means that God, defined 
as ‘something than which nothing greater can be thought; really exists? 


More recently, Brian Davies likewise says that Anselm’s P2 argument “begins 
with something like a definition”!® and lays out the steps in the argument with 
this identification as its first premise. Gareth Matthews says the same.!9 And 
Eder & Ramharter, in their recent article on formalizations of Anselm’s ar- 
gument represent “is a God” by a one-place predicate, defined as the formal 
analogue of “being something, than which nothing greater can be conceived’.?® 
Unhappily, the tradition continues. 

There are those who avoid calling this alleged premise a definition, but ille- 
gitimately conflate Anselm’s use of this indefinite description with his careful 
use in the course of his argument of a phrase which grammatically is a definite 
description. For example, Sandra Visser & Thomas Williams also assume that 
the characterization of God in the initial declaration of belief “can serve as the 
first premise of the argument”! and “Anselm begins by offering a description 
or conception of God: God is that than which nothing greater can be thought’,2? 
thereby turning his indefinite description into a definite description. That is an 
illicit move, because Anselm has said nothing thus far to justify the uniqueness 
implied by the use of a definite description. 

Those who take Anselm’s Argument to be confined to P2 have no option but 
to take its first premise to be a definition, or characterization, of God, because 
Anselm’s text does not mention God anywhere else in P2. In particular, the 
conclusion reads: 


There exists therefore without doubt something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought, both in the understanding and in reality. 


17 Charlesworth (1965), pp. 54-55. My emphasis. 

18 Davies, in his contribution to The Cambridge Companion to Anselm (2004), p. 168. 
19 Matthews (2005). 

20 Eder & Ramharter (2015), p. 2802. 

21 ~~ -Visser & Williams (2009), p. 75. 

22 Visser & Williams (2009), p. 88. 
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To conclude from this that God exists in reality requires an extra premise. 
What Anselm has concluded can be applied to God only if God is the only 
being satisfying the description “something than which nothing greater can be 
thought”. The only place in the text of P2 where God is said to be such a thing 
is in the initial declaration of belief. So, any commentator who thinks that Pa 
is designed to prove the existence of God has to extract a definition from that 
initial belief, a belief which Anselm clearly indicates he does not (yet) under- 
stand. P2 says nothing else about God. 

Furthermore, as I will show in §4.4, when Anselm’s Argument is construed 
as having this identity statement as its premise, the alleged argument is in- 
valid. This is a grave injustice, since the Argument for the existence of God 
which Anselm actually presents is, on the contrary, undoubtedly valid. But I 
will leave the demonstration of its validity for the more detailed discussion in 
later chapters. 

Of course, in general, beginning arguments with a definition has some ad- 
vantages. Sometimes the subjects of arguments are introduced by sheer stipu- 
lation. Such definitions require no justification. So, if Anselm were in truth 
attempting to provide a purely a priori proof, a definition would enable him to 
get the ball rolling without any presuppositions. To a certain sort of modern 
philosophical mind, that is really quite attractive. But it is not what Anselm is 
doing. 

Despite its being so often alleged that Anselm begins his Argument with 
this definition of the nature of God, that allegation is highly implausible. This 
description could only be introduced as such a definition by someone presum- 
ing thorough knowledge of what God is: His essence. We have already noted 
how, towards the end of Pi, Anselm expressly disavows any such pretensions. 
He emphasizes that he is not attempting to penetrate the loftiness of God, but 
he desires to understand what he believes. That strongly implies that he does 
not presume to know the essence of God, and if he does not, he would be in no 
position to articulate any definition of God's nature. 

Not only that, but this alleged premise also fails to conform to the logical 
requirements of definitions endorsed by his intellectual tradition. Given his 
historical context, it is quite implausible to interpret Anselm as asserting a 
definition of God. We have already noted above the influence of Boethius on 
Anselm's employment of dialectic in the early sections of the Proslogion. Logan 
shows how, according to Boethius’ directions for the discovery of arguments, 
the trick is to find a middle term which can mediate between the subject and 
the predicate in the proposition one wants to justify. And that is what Anselm 
does. His discovery is that the phrase “something than which nothing greater 
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can be thought” can serve as such a middle term in order eventually to be able 
to conclude that God exists. As Logan points out, this ‘middle term’:?3 


... is not a definition of God, and could not be, since God is not suscepti- 
ble of definition in the dialectical tradition in which Anselm is operating, 
ie. God is not a differentiated species of a higher genus. 


According to the logic first propounded by Aristotle, and handed down in the 
Boethian tradition, properly formed definitions must locate the species of 
thing being defined within a larger genus, distinguished from other species 
within that genus by some differentia. There is no way that Anselm could ever 
think it proper to attempt to define God in this way, because there is no way 
that God could be included in some more extensive genus. If He could, He 
would not be something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought! 
Although that Aristotelian conception is what anyone in Anselm’s day 
would have understood a definition to require, its talk of genera, species, and 
differentiae might strike a modern reader as too restrictive. Many satisfacto- 
ry definitions are proposed these days which do not conform to that genus/ 
species model. For example, for some purposes it might be useful to define a 
straight line as the path of a ray of light, and Giuseppi Peano’s definition of a 
natural number is a recursive definition.*+ But that correct observation does 
not help here. No description of the form “x is something G” is of the right sort 
to appear in a definition of anything. If it were so intended, it would be ill- 
formed. “Barack Obama is someone who is good at winning elections’ is true, 
but that sentence cannot be understood as a definition; many (although not 
all) politicians are good at winning elections. Likewise, “The President is good 
at winning elections” cannot serve as a definition of the President, although 
whoever is President has to have won an election. The point is that an indeft- 
nite description, which is what Anselm’s formula is, does not necessarily apply 
exclusively to some particular individual of which it is true, nor does it pick out 
all and only members of a sub-class; the logic of indefinite descriptions is con- 
sistent with more than one thing satisfying that description. For that reason, 


23 Logan (2009), p. g1. 
24  a)oisa natural number; 
b) each natural number has a unique successor, such that: the successor of a natural num- 
ber is also a natural number; distinct natural numbers have distinct successors, and no 
Cs 


natural number is succeeded by “o”; and 
c) nothing else is a natural number. 
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no indefinite description is apt to appear in the definition of any kind of indi- 
vidual; indefinite descriptions are not individuating. 

While the widespread belief that the first premise of Anselm's Argument is 
this characterization of God, not everyone who accepts that view regards this 
alleged premise as a definition. For example, as the theologian Karl Barth reads 
the text, Anselm introduces the formula by stating an article of faith; it is the 
formula for the ‘name’ of God as it is manifest to the believer who desires to 
know it.25 

Whether this alleged premise is assumed to be a definition, or a revealed 
name, or more vaguely, an idea, a description, a characterization, ora concep- 
tion, the fundamental issue for the exegesis of Anselm’s Argument is whether 
it begins with the characterization of God as something than which nothing 
greater can be thought. Is that its first premise? What I discovered more than 
forty years ago was that that assumption is demonstrably wrong. Anselm does 
no such thing. 

The reason is very simple, but it is in fact conclusive. It is demonstrable 
that the identification of God with something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought is one of the conclusions Anselm validly deduces twice over in the 
second half of P3, but dependent upon the argumentation in Pz and the first 
half of P3. If that identification were the first premise of the Argument, that 
Argument would have the form: p, therefore p. That is much too trivial to be 
credible. Anselm is not stupid. That he had a sharp logical mind is manifest 
in all of his texts. Whatever else might be said about this Argument, it is not 
trivial. Since the characterization of God as something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought is a validly deduced conclusion, it cannot also be the first 
premise of his Argument. 

So simple is this demonstration of the wrong-headedness of all the con- 
ventional readings that some commentators who have become aware of my 
interpretation still cannot accept it! But all that is required to see that this 
identification is demonstrably a conclusion is to read the text of the whole of 
P2 and P3 carefully and literally. Almost all of the secondary literature, how- 
ever, fails even to mention the second half of P3. That passage is hardly ever 
mentioned. And it seems that the reason for this collective scholarly myopia is 
that Anselm resumes the language of prayer in that passage. So, it seems, the 
Argument must be finished by the middle of P3. What immediately follows, 
presumably, can safely be ignored as nothing more than an outburst of piety. 

So, if the Argument does not begin with a definition, or a quasi-definition, 
where does it begin? Well, Anselm's text paints a little scene for his readers. 


25 Barth (1931/1960), p. 102. 
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We are prompted to imagine that he is praying out loud, audibly declaring, 
“And indeed, we believe you to be something than which nothing greater can 
be thought”. But then he interrupts his prayer; an extraneous thought has just 
occurred to him. He suddenly remembers that in the Psalms which he and 
his brothers chant every day there is mention of a Fool who says in his heart, 
“There is no God”. That gives him pause: what if the Fool is right? Perhaps he 
is right! If so, there is no point in continuing to pray. Anselm would just have 
to recognize that he has devoted himself to a fiction; his whole adult life is an 
empty exercise, based on a falsehood. He believed that he was talking to some- 
one, but if the Fool is right, his prayer is actually directed at no-one. 

How is he to proceed? With the very existence of God thrown into doubt, 
it makes no sense to continue praying. He has first to settle the question pro- 
voked by the Fool before he can proceed any further with his prayer. But then, 
as we have already noted, it also makes no sense to ask the God to whom he 
had believed that he was praying, “Do you exist?” But since he believes that 
God is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, there is one rel- 
evant question he can sensibly ask. That is, given Anselm’s initial belief, for him 
the Fool’s denial amounts to a denial of the existence of anything with such 
a nature. So, he can rephrase the issue: Is there anything of such a nature as 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought? 

Not only is that a sensible question for him to pursue, but it is also a question 
which the Fool also could understand. Of course, the Fool would not under- 
stand this question as relevant to God, since he is a disbeliever. Nevertheless, 
both Anselm and the Fool can stand together on this common ground: they 
both can understand this formula. That enables Anselm’s attempt to answer 
that question to begin in conceptual territory which he can share with the 
Fool; the phrase can be formulated in a public conceptual domain. With that, 
Anselm can begin his quest without presupposing that his own faith is true. 


3-5 The Three-Stage Structure 


In sketching this scene, Anselm is now ready to begin his Argument. As I read 
the text, what follows in Pz is only the first stage in what seems clearly to be 
an Argument spelt out in three distinct stages. The argument of this first stage 
consists of two distinct phases. 

In the first phase of Stage One Anselm is imagining, and thereby is inviting 
his readers to imagine, that he has at least one person as an audience: namely, 
the Fool who is mentioned in Psalm 14 :1 and 53 :1. (These two Psalms are dou- 
blets.) In the scenario Anselm sketches, the Fool has stepped out of the book of 
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Psalms, has wandered into Anselm’s chapel, and understands Latin. According 
to this scenario, the Fool is actually present and is listening to what he, Anselm, 
is praying aloud. All of that is scene-setting; not logic. The text continues: 


But surely this same Fool, when he hears what I say, “something than 
which nothing greater can be thought’, understands what he hears, and 
what he understands is in his understanding, even if he should not un- 
derstand that it exists. 


Here are the first two premises: 


(1) When the Fool hears “something than which nothing greater can be 
thought’, he understands what he hears; 
(2) What the Fool understands is in his understanding. 


These two premises presuppose that an event has actually occurred — Anselm 
has uttered his belief aloud — and the Fool has actually heard what he said. 
Anselm then takes a little time thinking through the distinction between some- 
thing’s being ‘in the understanding’ and understanding that a thing does exist. 
(I will adjourn discussion of this to the next chapter.) That enables Anselm to 
draw his first sub-conclusion: “Even the Fool is committed to accepting that 
something than which nothing greater can be thought is in the understanding’. 

With this reasoning about what is in the Fool’s understanding, Anselm has 
begun his Argument. It is important to be clear about what Anselm is doing in 
this first phase argument. As I will argue in the next chapter, he has two objec- 
tives. One is to ensure that his argument starts out from a position which both 
he and the Fool could share. The point of this first phrase is to identify some 
common ground with the Fool. Secondly, I will propose in the next chapter 
that Anselm is using the Fool to establish that he is in good logical order when 
he then begins to articulate an argument about something which is being 
thought of, but concerning which it is as yet uncertain whether it exists or not. 

Anselm introduces the second phase of the P2 argument by declaring that 
that-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought cannot be in the under- 
standing alone, and then proceeds to argue for that proposition. While this 
argument proceeds on the basis that that-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be- 
thought is “in the understanding”, Anselm no longer refers to that as being in 
the Fool’s understanding. In this second phase he does not say who has that 
thing in his understanding, nor what kind of thing it is. Obviously, it is in 
Anselm’s understanding, since he is enunciating the argument. But it is strik- 
ing that, while he is emphatic that even the Fool is ‘committed to accepting’ 


THE STRUCTURE OF ANSELM’S ARGUMENT 37 


[convincitur] that something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought is 
in his understanding, Anselm does not go on to argue similarly that the Fool is 
committed to accepting that something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be- 
thought is also in reality. 

Thereafter, the Fool no longer plays any role in this Argument — at least, 
not until after Anselm has laid it out in all its three stages and has inferred 
his two major conclusions. At first sight that seems curious, but in §4.5 we 
will consider whether there might be a principled reason for leaving the Fool 
out of the picture from hereon, and will consider that further in Chapter 9, 
once the Argument has been fully articulated. This excising of the Fool from 
the Argument turns out to be very significant. I believe that it cannot be over- 
emphasized that Anselm's quest is to come to an understanding of what he 
believes. Contrary to what many commentators assume, he shows no interest 
in trying to convince non-believers that God exists.2° From this point on, what 
non-believers might think is beside the point; his arguments are designed to 
advance his own understanding. 

It is noteworthy that Anselm here states the conclusion for which he is about 
to argue, before producing the argument. That is characteristic of his style. He 
does it again at the beginning of P3, and yet again in the middle of P3. Having 
noted this stylistic feature, it becomes clear that he was doing the same when 
he declared his initial belief. Not only did it specify one of the beliefs for which 
he was seeking understanding; the content of that belief is precisely one of the 
conclusions he is aiming to prove, stated in his characteristic style up front as 
a sign pointing ahead to where his argument is heading. 

To establish that this something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be- 
thought cannot be only in the understanding, he employs a reductio ad absur- 
dum of the proposition that that-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought 
is not in reality, and then generalizes to draw his conclusion. This is the most 
controversial step in his Argument, and different interpretations have been 
proposed both for how the text should be translated and whether the crucial 
premise is plausible. Since this is quite a complicated issue, I will adjourn con- 
sideration of the cogency of that argumentation to the next chapter. For now, 
it is important to take seriously the fact, already noted above, that the subject 
of that conclusion is something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought; 
it is not, at this stage, referred to as God. Those who gloss this conclusion as if it 
were about God are reading in something that is not in the text, and for which 
the text provides no justification. 


26 Since this is a point of major dispute, I will return to discuss this issue in Chapter 8 and 
again in Chapter 12. 
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The argument in P2, therefore, is designed to answer the one question 
Anselm was able to address at this stage: Is there not anything of such a na- 
ture? Its conclusion is that something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be- 
thought does exist in reality. But so far, the Argument is incomplete; before 
he can proceed to argue anything about God, he needs to establish another 
sub-conclusion about this same something-than-which-nothing-greater-can- 
be-thought. That is the task for the second stage, unfolded in the first half of P3. 

P3 begins, characteristically, with the proposition he needs to establish next: 


Which certainly so truly is that it cannot be thought not to be. 


As I read the text, the first word of this sentence, quod, is used here as a relative 
pronoun, meaning “which”; its function is to carry forward a reference from 
the previous sentence, i.e., the last sentence of Pz. This continuity of reference 
ensures that Stage Two is about the same something as Stage One. Certainly, 
the following argument is framed in a way parallel to the argument in P2: 


Which certainly so truly is that it could not be thought not to be. For it 
can be thought to be something which could not be thought not to be, 
which is greater than what can be thought not to be. Therefore, if that- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be thought not to exist, 
then it is not that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, which can- 
not be consistent. 


From this, Anselm again infers a generalized conclusion: something-than- 
which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought could not be thought not to exist. 
Reading this Stage Two argument as linked to the Stage One argument by the 
relative pronoun which introduces it means that the two conclusions of the 
two arguments can be combined: this something-than-which-nothing-greater- 
can-be-thought exists in reality and could not be thought not to exist. Or, as 
Anselm himself puts it, this something “so truly exists that it could not be 
thought not to be”. But note: once again, there is no mention of God in this 
passage of text. 

What does this second stage add to the first? Those two stages are linked. 
P2 was concermed with what Karl Barth has called “the general concept of ex- 
istence in thought and in reality”.*’ In this second stage, Anselm narrows that 
to a special mode of existence: something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be- 
thought so truly exists that its non-existence is inconceivable. And when, later 


27 Barth (1931/1960), p. 132. 
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in P3, he finds reasons to identify this same thing with God, he can conclude 
that God has this same exalted mode of existence. 

In the 1960s, two philosophers, Norman Malcolm and Charles Hartshorne, 
individually claimed to find a second, independent argument for the exis- 
tence of God in this Stage Two text. That renewed philosophical interest in 
Anselm’s Argument, although it is fair to say that the scholarly consensus 
nowadays is that these claims are unsuccessful. In this case, I think that the 
consensus is right. For one thing, this text presents anyone who wants to con- 
clude something about God with the same problem as does the text of Pz: it 
provides no justification for identifying this something-than-which-nothing- 
greater-can-be-thought with God. And we shall see that there is no way that 
Stage Two is independent of Stage One. We will consider Anselm’s argumen- 
tation in this second stage, and the proposals of Malcolm and Hartshorne, in 
chapter 7. 

As far as we have followed Anselm’s text, in what I call Stages One and Two, 
there is nothing to license linking these arguments to anything to do with God. 
True, the initial declaration of belief makes it clear that Anselm believes that 
what he has written is about God, but nothing in the Argument thus far justi- 
fies any conclusions about God; those two stages have been about an unnamed 
something. If he is to deduce that the conclusions of the first two stages do 
relate to God, some further argumentation is required. 

That is the focus of the second half of P3. That passage of text forms the third 
stage of his Argument. As before, he announces the two conclusions for which 
he is about to argue before articulating the reasons which justify them. This 
time, however, he announces those conclusions, not in the third-person prose 
used in the first two stages, but by resuming his prayer. He declares: 


And this is You, Lord our God. Therefore, Lord my God, You so truly are 
that You cannot be thought not to be. And rightly so. 


I find it striking that these two conclusions can be correlated exactly with the 
two petitions in the prayer opening Pz. In the first conclusion, the word “this” 
refers back to something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought, the 
subject of the preceding sentence, ie., the conclusion of the second stage. And 
as I have pointed out, the argumentation in that Stage Two is about the same 
thing as was the subject of Stage One. That provides an answer to the petition 
that he be given to understand “that You are that which we believe’, in the 
sense which he had specified in his initial declaration of belief. And the second 
statement provides an answer to the petition that he be given to understand 
“that You are as we believe’. 


40 CHAPTER 3 


We will see that, while Anselm has by this stage found answers to his two 
initial petitions, he has much more to say about them. He is still not satisfied 
that they are complete and full answers, and the significance of this correla- 
tion has been disputed. So, in the next chapter I will examine more deeply the 
prayer with which Anselm opens P2, and how he comes to the understanding 
he is seeking. 

If there is any doubt that Anselm intends what follows to be read as argu- 
ments for these theses, that addendum “And rightly so” makes clear that these 
two statements are not some further declarations of belief, but are conclusions 
about to be justified by reasons. Yet another signal that Anselm’s reasoning is 
continuing is that he introduces the first reason with the word “For” (enim). 
The fact that those reasons are also expressed in second-person language takes 
nothing away from their being genuine reasons, or from the validity of the ar- 
guments for which they are premises. 

Anselm offers two independent reasons for each of these two conclusions. 
The first invokes the Christian doctrine of creation: 


For if some mind could think of something better than You, the crea- 
ture would ascend above the Creator, and pass judgement on the Creator, 
which is quite absurd. 


What this premise enables Anselm to conclude is that the something-than- 
which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought mentioned in the conclusion of the 
second stage is the God to whom he is praying. 

The second reason advanced by Anselm for these two conclusions is meta- 
physical in character, rather than theological. It therefore provides a different 
ground for those conclusions. This premise differs from the first in that it does 
not appeal to any specifically Christian doctrines. That Anselm is proposing 
it as a premise is indicated by the first word “and [et]”. As Anselm’s Latin sen- 
tence states it, word-for-word: 


And indeed, whatever is other than You alone can be thought not to exist. 


It might be thought that this premise is question-begging, because it includes a 
mention of God. But that is not so. The logic of the inference requires only the 
minimal reading that anything which is not God can be thought not to exist. 
We will see that that is enough for the inference to go through. 

The argument is compelling. The conclusion of Stage Two was that some- 
thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought so truly exists that it could 
not be thought not to exist. So, if everything other than God can be thought 
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not to exist, nothing which is other than God can be something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought. This is where the arguments in the previous 
stages become relevant, for they have established that something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in reality and could not be thought not to exist. 
Therefore, this something must be God. And since this P3 premise entails that 
being something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is unique, it also 
follows that the something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought of the 
first stage (in P2) and the same thing of the second stage (in P3) must be the 
same. So, it follows both that God is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought, and that God so truly exists that He could not be thought not to 
exist. That is what Anselm now concludes. 

This chain of argumentation is like a tower constructed of building blocks, 
with each new block securely supported by the one put in place just before. 
Anselm first seeks to establish that something-than-which-nothing-greater- 
can-be-thought is ‘in the understanding’. Given that, he then argues that some- 
thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is not only in the understand- 
ing, but also in reality. But if it is in reality, it also follows that it necessarily is 
in reality, and that it necessarily exists simpliciter. Given that it exists neces- 
sarily, Anselm then infers that it so truly exists that it could not be thought 
not to exist. Then, but not before then, he names what this something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is; it is the God to whom his prayer is 
directed. Indeed, it follows that his God has a unique and maximal mode 
of existence. 

With the three stages built one on another in this way, the uniqueness of 
God allows Anselm to substitute a definite description for the indefinite de- 
scription which he has been using so scrupulously in his premises and conclu- 
sions. We have noted that, up to this point, he only ever uses the description 
“that-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought” as a typical instance in 
deducing conclusions about something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be- 
thought. But given the proven uniqueness of God, henceforth he can employ 
the phrase “than which nothing greater can be thought” (and its equivalents) 
as a free-standing definite description. From now on, God is that than which 
nothing greater can be thought. He is now entitled to use that description as 
referring uniquely. 

It will become evident that that the threefold argument we have been trac- 
ing through Anselm’s text for those two conclusions is formally valid. That 
should already be clear from this preliminary outline of its structure. It will be- 
come even clearer as we work through each of the stages in the following three 
chapters, and I append a presentation of this deduction which shows that the 
rules of inference Anselm has followed are quite standard and uncontroversial. 
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Astute as he was, Anselm is well aware that his Argument has arrived at a 
conclusion which could well appear paradoxical. If God so truly exists that he 
cannot be thought not to exist, how could the Fool have said in his heart “there 
is no God”, since thinking something and saying something in one’s heart are 
the same? At first blush, it looks like his Argument has reached a conclusion 
inconsistent with the very issue which provoked it in the first place! His way 
of avoiding this contradiction is by distinguishing two ways in which some- 
thing can be thought of, or said in someone's heart. I will discuss this way of 
resolving the apparent contradiction, as well as the role the Fool plays in the 
Argument generally, in Chapter 9. 

Anselm then re-affirms in P4 the two conclusions first established at the 
end of P3: 


For God is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. Whoever un- 
derstands that properly [bene], certainly understands that this same thing 
exists in such a way that not even in thought can it not exist. Therefore, 
whoever understand that God is so cannot think that He does not exist. 


He then rounds off this part of the Proslogion with a prayer of thanksgiving for 
the illumination he has received. 

That is Anselm's three-stage Argument. Its threefold structure is manifest, 
clearly written in the text. I continue to find it astonishing that almost all 
commentators blithely ignore the third stage of the Argument. Honourable 
exceptions are Gregory Schufreider, Ian Logan, and David Smith, although in 
the following chapters I will express some reservations about their exposi- 
tions. As for the rest, even Karl Barth glosses over the third stage of this pas- 
sage, missing its whole point. As for the philosophical commentators, Jasper 
Hopkins, Max Charlesworth, Richard La Croix, Robert Adams, David Lewis, 
Norman Malcolm, Charles Hartshorne, Jonathon Barnes, Robert Brecher, Peter 
Millikan, Alvin Plantinga, Graham Oppy, Brian Davies, Brian Leftow, Sandra 
Visser and Thomas Williams all either ignore this crucial passage entirely, or 
pass quickly over it, and therefore seriously misrepresent the Argument. And 
there are so many others. Yet this is where Anselm clearly and explicitly con- 
cludes that God exists! 

So why have so many commentators — defenders and critics alike — not 
seen what he has written so plainly? I can conjure up only two possible ex- 
planations. One is that they unthinkingly assume that his argument has to be 
fully contained in the third-person prose sections of the Proslogion because 
one cannot pray and reason at the same time. But that seems sheer prejudice; 
Anselm provides a vivid counter-example which demonstrates its falsity. 
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The other possible explanation is that the tradition stemming from Thomas 
Aquinas, of representing Anselm’s argument as founded on a definition of God 
as something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought has formed such a 
powerful preunderstanding that modern readers are predisposed to find in the 
text what they expect to be there. This tradition was reinforced when, in 1641, 
René Descartes published his Meditations on First Philosophy which included 
an argument which begins with his stating that he finds within him “the idea 
of God, or a supremely perfect being” and his understanding that it belongs 
to God's nature always to exist is as clear and distinct as his understanding of 
mathematics (Meditation 5). That argument does seem to begin with a quasi- 
definition, and it does rely on existence being a perfection. An argument of the 
Cartesian type was labelled and attacked by Immanuel Kant as ‘the ontological 
argument,?® and the label has stuck. Numerous books have now been pub- 
lished on ‘the ontological argument’ and it has become standard philosophical 
practice to discuss Anselm’s argument as one version. The prevalence of this 
view does not, however, gainsay the fact that Anselm’s three-stage Argument is 
significantly different from what passes as ‘the ontological argument’. 


3.6 The Extended Quest 


Although his three-stage Argument has proved the existence of God, Anselm 
is not yet finished his unum argumentum. The building blocks continue, for 
he deploys his identification of God as that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought as a premise to argue for various theological tenets, such as that God 
alone exists through Himself, and that He is the Creator of everything else. It is 
quite surprising that his having proved that God is that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought and exists is sufficient to entail that God is “the maker of all 
things from nothing’, but, as we will see in §13.2, it does. Eventually, Anselm 
will argue that, since God is not extended in space and time, as worldly things 
are, God exists altogether in His totality beyond space and time. But to say 
that God is in a certain sense ‘beyond’ all things does not mean that God has 
no continuing relation to the universe. Far from being remote from the world 
of space and time, without God, it and everything in it, Anselm says, could not 
exist at all. The relation of God to all things is therefore intimate. As Anselm 
says in Pig, 


28 Kant: Critique of Pure Reason, A592/B620. 
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Although nothing exists without You, yet You do not exist in space or 
time, but all things exist in You. For nothing contains You, but You con- 
tain all things. 


It takes him almost all of the Proslogion to reach that way of describing how 
God exists. What follows his Argument for the existence of God is a long se- 
ries of arguments, as he works his way through many of the predicates the 
Christian tradition ascribes to God. Also, somewhat surprisingly, along the way 
Anselm continues to vent his anguish that his search has yet to lead him to an 
experience of God. We will follow his journey from P5 to P26 in more detail in 
Chapter 13. 


CHAPTER 4 


The First Stage: Being in the Understanding 


The exegesis presented in the previous chapter has shown that the convention- 
al reading, which locates that argument entirely in P2, and is dependent upon 
an initial definition or characterization of God as something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought, is a serious misrepresentation. It is not faithful to 
the text; it is logically invalid; and it misunderstands the nature of Anselm’s 
quest. Rather, his actual Argument for the existence of God is plainly articu- 
lated in three distinct but linked stages across P2 and P3, and even that is but 
the first part of a much longer extended argument which moves on to explore 
what can be said of the divine nature. 

Having demonstrated that Anselm’s Argument for the existence of God has 
a threefold structure contained in P2 and P3, we can now turn to consider in 
detail the cogency of the argumentation in each of its three stages. Then we 
shall consider his Reply to Gaunilo, and then the rest of Anselm's unum argu- 
mentum. In this chapter, we will look at the first phase of Stage One, in the first 
half of P2. 


4.1 The ‘Title’ of P2 


There is just one piece of evidence which can appear to justify reading the 
conclusion of P2 as pertaining to the existence of God. The earliest surviving 
manuscripts contain, before the text of the Proslogion, a list of so-called ‘titles’, 
somewhat like a table of contents. Within the body of the text each of the 
‘chapters’, or sections, is marked simply by consecutive numbers. Modern edi- 
tors, however, standardly insert the ‘title’ of each ‘chapter’ immediately prior to 
the relevant passage of text. Not only does this practice disrupt the flow of the 
text, but it also gives a false impression of how Anselm wrote. 

Now, the title given to P2 is “Quod vere sit Deus”. Although this title is stan- 
dardly translated as “That God truly exists”, that English clause is in the in- 
dicative mood, whereas the verb Anselm has written, “sit’, is in the subjunctive 
mood. This used to puzzle me, for it is difficult to translate that word as sub- 
junctive in English. (The standard form of the third person singular subjunctive 
of the verb “to be” is “was”, which would not be quite misleading here). Sigbjorn 
Sonnesyn, however, has advised me that it is quite common for medieval chap- 
ter headings to be written with “quod” followed by a clause whose verb is in the 
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subjunctive mood. In such cases, the use of the subjective form of the verb has 
no semantic significance; it seems to be an extension of indirect speech, to be 
understood as implicitly introduced by “In this chapter the author says ...”. So, 
a reader of the Proslogion is to understand the ‘title’ of P2 as saying: 


[In hoc capitulo dicit auctor] quod vere sit Deus. 
[In this chapter the author says] that God truly exists. 


The main verbs in the rest of the chapter headings of the Proslogion are also in 
the subjunctive, although I will argue, when we come to it, that that usage does 
have semantic significance in the title of P3. 

If “That God Truly Exists” were an accurate description of the content of this 
chapter, a reader would reasonably expect its conclusion to be “Therefore, God 
truly exists”. But we have seen that P2 is not about God. Its conclusion does, 
however, say that something exists in reality, but who or what that something 
is remains at this stage quite undetermined. Nor does it say that this something 
exists, simpliciter. 

On any reckoning, the list of titles is curious. Ian Logan remarks that it ap- 
pears that the divisions in the text are an afterthought and are somewhat in- 
trusive of its unity.! He advises that too much should not be made of the titles 
themselves as exact descriptions of all that is to follow in the relevant chapter. 
On the other hand, as we noted in Chapter 2, the Bodleian manuscript 271, 
which Logan believes might have been approved by Anselm, does contain that 
list after the Preface, but before Chapter 1. What I can say is that nothing I have 
read in the past forty plus years justifies interpreting the conclusion of P2 as 
referring to God; rather, it is that interpretation which is responsible for gen- 
erating many of the problems upon which so much of the recent commentary 
focusses. 

I therefore used to think that the title of P2 is simply misleading. In fact, it is 
in P3, not P2, that Anselm concludes that God truly exists. But P3 has its own, 
different title: “That He could not be thought not to exist”. But that title of P3 
describes only part of the conclusion Anselm draws there, which is: 


Therefore, Lord my God, You exist so truly that You could not be thought 
not to exist. 


1 Logan (2009), p. 88. 
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The justification of the second predicate in the subordinate clause in that con- 
clusion, is what P3 is about. So, the title of P2 is not inaccurate, provided it is 
read in conjunction with the title of P3. I have foreshadowed that it is also in 
P3 where Anselm identifies his something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought as the God to whom he is praying. The substantial argument about 
the actual existence of this something, however, does not occur in P3; that oc- 
curs in P2. The way he justifies claiming in P3 that God exists is by arguing that 
the subject of the conclusions of Stage One and Stage Two is identical with 
‘our’, and ‘his’, God. That strongly indicates that Anselm intended the titles of 
P2 and P3 to be read together, as they would have been in the list at the begin- 
ning of the Proslogion. And when read together, those two ‘titles’ assert: 


That God truly exists and could not be thought not to exist. 


Read together like this, as they would be in the list placed before P1, the result- 
ing conjunctive proposition thus closely approximates the actual conclusion 
he draws in Stage Three. Although Anselm does not draw that conclusion until 
Stage Three, P2 is where he deduces the existence of something. And since 
he knows that he is about to identify this something as God, he is not out of 
order in anticipating in the title of P2 that the argument in P2 is relevant to 
the existence of God, even though P2 is not where that conclusion is finally 
established. When the titles are read together, they accurately describe what 
emerges from the three stages in those two chapters. That is further evidence 
that Anselm’s whole Argument culminates in proving that conclusion about 
God in P3. 

As we will note again and again, it is characteristic of Anselm’s argumenta- 
tive style to declare his conclusions before he presents the arguments which 
entail those conclusions. And he often adds to his premises comments which 
anticipate some consequence he is yet to prove. So, he is not being careless in 
entitling P2 as he does; rather, he is signalling that in P2 it is proved that some- 
thing truly exists and, as is his wont, is anticipating that he is about to prove 
that that something is the God to whom he is praying. Those who interpret P2 
as a free-standing argument for the existence of God can therefore draw little 
support from its title. 

Actually, while Anselm’s conclusion in P2 is not about God, the words “est 
deus [God exists]” do occur in P2 — just once. But that occurrence is not in 
Anselm’s argumentation; it is within his report of what the Fool has said in his 
heart and those words are preceded by “non [not]”. Whether that denial is true, 
or not, is the very issue which provokes Anselm's three-stage Argument. That 
suggests to me that Anselm did not intend the title of P2 to be read simply as a 
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summary of its conclusion. Rather, he intends to signal that what this first stage 
of his Argument is all about is the Fool’s denial, for he is setting out to prove 
the opposite. The Fool has said in his heart, “There is no God”, and Anselm is 
about to show that that claim could not be true. He does so by showing that 
something else is true: that necessarily, there exists something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought, both in the understanding and in reality, as we 
will see. 

So, having clarified what Anselm might have been trying to convey with that 
title, I now suggest that the trouble is that we have the wrong expectations 
of it. We all expect a title to summarize the main point of the relevant text. 
But maybe the perplexity we feel is caused, not by Anselm’s mislabelling P2, 
but rather by our own expectations leading us to misunderstand what Anselm 
intended that title to convey. If that is right, he does not intend that title to 
describe the conclusion of P2. Rather, demonstrating the conclusion of P2 will 
prove decisive in proving that God so truly exists that He could not be thought 
not to exist. The role of Anselm’s title in P2 is to signal that he is about to refute 
the Fool's denial, which he eventually does in Stage Three. While I believe that 
that resolves this issue, I do agree with Ian Logan; too much should not be 
made of this issue. 


4.2 The Opening Prayer 


After the long prayer in Pi beseeching divine support for his quest, Anselm 
begins P2 with a much shorter, and more specific prayer, expressed in the first 
sentence. Readers unfamiliar with all the secondary literature might well find 
it surprising to learn that there is a scholarly dispute about how this first sen- 
tence should be read. Allegedly, both in my 1976 book, and here, I misread this 
opening prayer and that misreading has led me to misconstrue the argument.” 
So, our examination of the text will have to begin by examining this sentence. 
Anselm prays that he might be given to understand two things: 


a) “that You exist as we believe’, and 
b) “that You are what we believe”. 


As I read the text, that double petition is programmatic, for the passage of P2 to 
P4 in particular, but also for the rest of the work, since his desire to understand 


that God is ‘what we believe’ motivates the whole work. 


2 Jasper Hopkins (1978), p. 252; (1986), pp. 5ff. 
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There is a striking correlation between the two conclusions he deduces in 
the second half of P3 and these two petitions, as I asserted in §3.5, a correla- 
tion which confirms my reading of Anselm’s text. To repeat the point, Anselm 
concludes Stage Two of his Argument by writing, “Something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought so truly exists that it cannot be thought not to 
exist”. So, when he says in the very next sentence “This is You, Lord our God’, 
he is identifying ‘Lord our God’ as this something. That identification seems to 
be an effective, if somewhat preliminary, answer to his second petition: that he 
be given to understand that God is ‘what we believe’ He is. And when he adds 
in P3, “Therefore, Lord my God, You so truly exist that You cannot be thought 
not to exist’, that seems to be a preliminary answer, to be filled out in the sub- 
sequent chapters, to the first petition: that he be given to understand that “You 
exist as we believe”. 

The main objection to my interpretation focusses on the clause, “that You 
exist as we believe”. Taken in isolation, there are two possible readings of this 
plea. The Latin phrase “quia es sicut credimus” could be interpreted as mean- 
ing “that You exist, as we believe You do” — that is the conventional under- 
standing of this clause. On this reading, this clause is a plea for reassurance 
that God does exist, with the words “as we believe” treated as parenthetical. 
Alternatively, that phrase could be interpreted as “that You exist in the way we 
believe You do” (which is my preferred interpretation). In the latter, the words 
“as we believe” refer not only to the factual belief that God exists, but also to 
the mode of existence God is believed to have. The objection to my reading of 
this clause is that to do so is to misunderstand the Latin words “sic” and “sicut” 
in this and related passages, and that misunderstanding is so grave that it has 
led me to my ‘mistaken’ three-stage construal of the Argument. 

To decide which of those two possible meanings better renders Anselm’s 
intention, we need to consider their wider context. When we do, the two con- 
clusions asserted in the middle of P3 proves to be highly relevant. To repeat, 
they say, 


& hoc es tu domine Deus noster. Sic ergo vere es domine Deus meus ut nec 
cogitari possis non esse. 


And this is You, Lord our God. Therefore, Lord my God, You so truly exist 
that You could not be thought not to exist. 


The first sentence clearly echoes Anselm’s petition in his opening prayer: that 
he be given to understand that “You are that which we believe [& hoc es quod 
credimus]”, that is, that God is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
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thought. As Desmond Henry has correctly observed, “... chapter 3 initiates that 
description of the nature of God which was the object of the second petition, 
as the recurrence of the very words of that petition confirm’? Similarly, the 
words “You exist so truly ... that ... [Sic ergo vere es... ut ...]” in the second con- 
clusion appear to be a deliberate echo of the “You exist as we believe [es sicut 
credimus]” of the first petition.* 

That is why I prefer reading the opening prayer as I do — as anticipating the 
wording of the conclusion just quoted — and there is no doubt that that con- 
clusion is concerned with the mode of God’s existence. And the reason why I 
insist that the two sentences in the middle of P3 are conclusions is that when 
his Argument is reconstructed, in a way faithful to the text, that reconstruction 
demonstrates that those two conclusions are validly deduced. We will see that 
that is so. Once it is recognized that Anselm does not purport to prove that 
God exists in P2, and that he does not, indeed cannot, until he has identified 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought as God in P3, this dispute 
over how to read his first petition becomes rather pointless. Whether it is read 
as “that You exist, as we believe [that You do]”, or it is read as “That You exist 
as [ie., in the way that] we believe [You do], either way, that petition is not 
answered until the something whose existence is proven in P2 is identified as 
God in P3. Furthermore, the second interpretation implies the first. Whether 
the second petition is making either, or both of those pleas, it is a fact that both 
receive an answer in the one sentence in P3: “You so truly exist that You could 
not be thought not to exist”.5 

That these two conclusions are what Anselm took himself to have estab- 
lished is reinforced by the summary passage towards the end of P4, where he 
re-asserts them. He writes: 


Deus enim est id quo maius cogitari non potest. Quod qui bene intelligit; 
utique intelligit id ipsum sic esse, ut nec cogtatione queat non esse. Qui ergo 
intelligit sic esse deum; nequit eum non esse cogitare. 


3 Henry (1969), p. 101. 

4 Unfortunately, Henry goes on to say, “Now, chapter 2 contains the proof of God’s existence, 
and hence corresponds to the first petition” (1969), p. 101. We have already seen that that is 
wrong; the conclusion of P2 says nothing about God. It is not until after Anselm has articu- 
lated his Stage Two argument that he can assert, “You so truly exist ... that You could not be 
thought not to exist”, which, of course, implies that God does exist. 

5 Anselm Stolz is one of the few who have recognized that P2—-P4 contains a double proof 
(1933/1968), p. 197: “The first is that God truly is, for he is just as faith teaches us; the other is 
that God really is ‘that than which nothing greater can be conceived”. Contradicting that in- 
terpretation, Hopkins claims that “strictly speaking, Proslogion 2 and 3, taken together, do not 
constitute a valid and independent argument for God's existence” (1986), p. 25. We will see! 
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In 1976, I had translated that as: 


For God is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. Whoever prop- 
erly understands this understands thereby that this same thing so is that 
not even for thought can it not be. Therefore, whoever understands that 
God is in such a way cannot think that he is not. 


Jasper Hopkins has objected that, when the second Latin sentence quoted 
above is read properly, “sic” is being used adverbially, a usage which corre- 
lates it with “wt”, whereas in the third sentence it is being used adjectivally. His 
point is that this adjectival use of “sic” says nothing about the manner of God's 
existence. 

This objection is rather odd, since Hopkins himself had published just four 
years earlier a translation which interpreted that clause just as I did.® But sub- 
sequently he amended his own earlier translation, so that the sentence reads, 
“Therefore, anyone who understands that God is such [a being] cannot think 
that He does not exist”.” I am now inclined to think that he is right to read 
the third sentence in this latter way, but accepting this small amendment does 
not refute my overall interpretation. And since Hopkins accepts that the oc- 
currence of “sic” in the second Latin sentence in the quote above is adverbial, 
that is enough to support my reading of this conclusion as asserting both the 
fact and the mode of God’s existence. Certainly, his amendment to that sec- 
ond sentence does not tell against there being a three-stage structure to the 
Argument in P2-P3. On the contrary, it is stated as a conclusion (“therefore ...”) 
that whoever understands that God exists in such a way (or, as Hopkins prefers, 
is such a being) — that is, that God’s mode of existence is such that He could not 
be thought not to exist — cannot think that He does not exist. The P4 passage 
quoted above seems to be deliberately formulated to match (in reverse order) 
the two petitions in his opening prayer. 

To make my position on this clear: I do not maintain that the sentence in 
the middle of P3, and reiterated in P4, is a conclusion because of the way I 
(mis-)interpreted Anselm’s opening prayer. On the contrary, my interpreting 


6 Actually, the translation of the Proslogion by Hopkins and H.W. Richardson had interpreted 
“sic” in that sentence as an adverb of manner even more explicitly than I did, writing: “... this 
is the manner in which God exists” (1974), p. 95. Ian Logan understands this sentence simi- 
larly, translating the phrase as, “God exists in the same way [as that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought]”. Charlesworth (1965), p. 121, likewise translates “sic” as “in such a way”. 
If rendering “sic esse deum” here as “God is in such a way’, is a mistranslation, it is one com- 
monly made. 

7 Hopkins (1986), p. 229. 
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Anselm as presenting his Argument in three stages is what leads me to under- 
stand those two petitions as I do, rather than the other way around. And my 
interpreting this Argument as designed to establish those two conclusions is 
based on how its logic goes, not on my (mis)reading of one word in his open- 
ing prayer. 


43 The Formula’s Logical Form 


Anselm introduces the formula he has hit upon in the very next sentence after 
his opening prayer. He says, 


And indeed, we believe You to be something than which nothing greater 
could be thought. 


Here then is one of the initial beliefs which he is seeking to understand. As 
I maintained in §3.4, by introducing it with “And [et]” he is clearly linking it 
back to the opening prayer. The most natural reading is that this sentence pro- 
vides a minimal specification of the second petition: ‘what we believe You are’ 
is something than which nothing greater can be thought. I will consider the 
role this sentence plays in the overall argument in §4.4. Here, let us consider 
how the formula itself is to be understood. 

There is much confusion in the modern secondary literature about its logical 
type. Many commentators report that he has framed his Argument throughout 
in terms of “that than which nothing greater can be thought”. That is simply 
wrong. Anselm’s formula is not a definite description; it is an indefinite descrip- 
tion. He is writing about something so described, but the description does not 
necessarily identify which of the possibly many items so described he is writing 
about. On the other hand, the referential use of definite descriptions, on any 
given occasion, implies or presupposes that the discourse is about one and 
only one item identified by that description, excluding any others. 

Few commentators have noted the significance of Anselm's formula’s 
being an indefinite description,® although Elisabeth Anscombe? and David 
Smith!° are commendable exceptions. What has led so many others to become 


8 Although simply calling it an ‘indefinite description’ runs together the fact that indefinite 
descriptions occurring within intentional contexts sometimes have two different mean- 
ings. I will address this issue in §4.5 below. 

9 Anscombe (1985) and (1993). 

10 ~—- Smith (2014). 
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confused about Anselm’s usage is that in what I am calling Stages One and Two, 
he uses phrases of both those grammatical types: both “something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought [aliquid quo...]” — an indefinite description — 
and “that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought [id quo ... |” — which has the 
grammar of a definite description. As we will see, his usage of the latter phrase 
in P2 and P3 is quite different from the logical behaviour of the type of defi- 
nite description famously analysed by Bertrand Russell." But Anselm's usage 
of this expression changes after P3. Once he has shown that the phrase has a 
unique reference, he is entitled to use it as a Russellian definite description. 
Sometimes, and especially in the Reply, Anselm uses the phrase “quo maius 
cogitari non potest” (and variants), without prefixing either “aliquid” or “id”. But 
all of these last-mentioned uses occur after he has argued for the uniqueness 
of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought and has identified it as 
God. Once uniqueness has been established, the two different phrases have 
the same reference, so it makes no substantial difference whether he uses one 
or the other, or simply “quo ...”. 

Referential uses of phrases with the grammar of definite descriptions need 
to be distinguished from what has been called ‘attributive’ uses.!? In these, the 
descriptive phrase still has a single reference, but it also has an implicit univer- 
sality. Consider, “The President of the usa is chosen by an electoral college”. 
That statement is true of whoever is President of the USA. Yet the phrase func- 
tions as a singular term, since only one person can be President of the usa at 
any one time. Such attributive uses function logically rather like universally 
quantified variables in symbolic systems of logic. In such examples, the phrase 
is a singular term, since it is true of only one item at any given time, but it im- 
plicitly carries a universal nuance. 

There is yet another way of using a phrase which has the grammar of a defi- 
nite description as a singular term. Such a phrase can be used attributively 
to continue referring to something which has previously been mentioned in- 
definitely. Consider the following: A tracker is engaged in a hunt for a missing 
child. He says, “Some child has recently passed this way. That child left this 
footprint.” The first sentence in this pair asserts that at least one child passed 
this way but does not exclude the possibility that more than one did. Nor does 
it imply that the footprint was left by the child who is missing (although it 
might have been). The phrase “that child” in the second sentence refers to 
whichever child it was who had passed this way and left that particular foot- 
print. In this usage, “that child” is a singular term, in this respect like other 


11 Russell (1905). 
12 Keith Donnellan (1966), (1968). 
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usages of definite descriptions, but it does not implicitly assert that the rel- 
evant description is true of only one individual, as Russellian definite descrip- 
tions do. It is used to speak about whichever child made the relevant footprint. 
The tracker might be able to infer certain details about the child, for example, 
that the footprint was more likely to have been made by a girl than a boy, and 
was probably aged between 8 and 10 years, etc. But those inferences might not 
be enough to identify the child who passed that way as the one who is missing. 
Perhaps the most the tracker can conclude is that ‘some child’, probably a girl 
aged 8-10, passed that way, and that is not enough to identify this child as the 
one who is missing. In uses such as this, the nuance carried by the grammati- 
cally definite description is to an individual previously described indefinitely, 
but not otherwise identifiable. 

So how does Anselm's use of “that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought” 
function in P2 and P3? In those passages, he uses this phrase as a singular term 
to speak about a typical exemplar of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought. The latter description, like the example of “some child” above, is 
indefinite; there might be more than one individual which satisfies this de- 
scription. But it is legitimate to go on to reason, in general terms, about an 
individual which could be assumed to satisfy that description. The grammati- 
cally definite phrase is indeed being used as a singular term, but attributively, 
not referentially in Russell’s sense. Since such a phrase being used in that way 
does not imply uniqueness, it is neither a definite description of the Russellian 
type (since it does not presuppose that the description is unique), nor one of 
the type where just one individual is being contextually identified. In P2 and 
P3, Anselm is using the descriptive phrase “id quo maius cogitari nequit” only 
as an instance, an arbitrarily selected exemplar, of “aliquid quo maius cogitari 
nequit’. That is a legitimate use of this phrase, provided any inferences based 
upon that use are generalized out when some conclusion is being drawn. That 
is precisely what Anselm does. 

Much of the secondary literature obscures Anselm’s careful usage of these 
two phrases by simply running them together. One treatment which insists 
on taking seriously the fact that Anselm is using a phrase which grammati- 
cally has the form of a definite description is the reconstruction of Anselm's 
logic proposed by Paul Oppenheimer and Edward Zalta.!3 However, they mean 
that Anselm’s phrase is to be understood as a Russellian definite description, 
which is uniquely satisfied. Their reasoning is as follows. Plausibly enough, 
they render Anselm’s formula as: “x is conceivable, and there is no y such that 
y is greater than x, and y is conceivable”. But they then understand the ‘greater 


13. Oppenheimer & Zalta (1991), esp. pp. 517-18. 
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than’ relation as obeying the following meaning postulate: “For any x and anyy, 
either x is greater than y, ory is greater than x, or x is identical to y’”. That is, they 
arbitrarily stipulate that no two things can be equally great! Given that presup- 
position, when ‘greater than’ is thus understood, it follows that if something 
satisfies this formula, then something uniquely satisfies this formula. So, it fol- 
lows, Anselm’s formula can be taken to be a Russellian definite description. But 
their presupposition is both implausible and question-begging. 

More clear-sighted on this point are Giinther Eder & Esther Ramharter. 
Commenting on their recent formal reconstruction of Anselm’s argument, 
they say emphatically that: 


... itis not just that we do not have to understand something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought ... as a definite description, but that we 
should not, because it would imply uniqueness, which is improper at this 
stage. 


They understand that Anselm uses this phrase only as a device to refer back 
to something ‘than which nothing greater can be conceived’. They rightly say, 
“jt is best understood as an auxiliary name, which is used to prove something 
from an existence assumption”. Anselm is not presuming at this stage that 
something satisfies his formula uniquely. If he were, he would not have needed 
to generalize his conclusion as he does at the end of both Stage One and Two, 
nor would he have needed to argue explicitly for its uniqueness in Stage Three. 

Until Anselm has established that both phrases have the same unique ref- 
erence, he is very careful about which to use when. He is much too skilful a 
logician than simply to conflate or confuse an indefinite description with a 
grammatically definite one used attributively. He seems fully aware that an in- 
definite description does not presuppose uniqueness, and, until he has estab- 
lished that there is only one being of which it can truly be said that a greater 
cannot be thought, he only ever uses “that which ...” as a singular term to speak 
about an arbitrarily selected instance satisfying his indefinite description. That 
is, in the first two stages of his Argument, he introduces this singular term 
only to advance the Argument, before generalizing back to the indefinite de- 
scription when he comes to draw an (interim) conclusion. Of course, once he 
has established that God and only God satisfies that description, he becomes 
entitled to use “that which ...” referentially as a fully-fledged (i.e., Russellian) 
definite description, since he now knows that it is uniquely applicable. In §5.2, 


14 Eder & Ramharter (2015), pp. 2802-3. 
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I will examine more closely how careful and logically sound is his use of these 
descriptive phrases. 

Anselm is clearly comparing something regarded as merely an object of 
thought with that same thing were it to exist. There is a familiar philosophical 
objection to this: comparisons between what exists and what is merely envis- 
aged as existing are in principle meaningless. But that is quite unreasonable; 
such comparisons are commonplace. Consider the following story reported 
by Bertrand Russell.!5 A recently arrived visitor told the owner of a yacht, “I 
thought your yacht was larger than it is”. The owner replied, “No, my yacht 
is not larger than it is”. Of course, this reply is tactless and silly. The thought 
the visitor expressed was not “your yacht is larger than it is”. Rather, what the 
visitor meant was to compare two sizes: the size which the visitor previously 
thought the yacht to be, and its actual size. This story might well be considered 
so trivial as to not warrant discussion, but it does illustrate some significant 
points. Comparisons like this one between what is thought and what is real 
are everyday occurrences — and intelligible. Indeed, just such comparisons are 
involved in our everyday practices of noticing factual errors in what people say 
or think, and then correcting them. 

The logic of such comparisons, however, is not always evident in the sur- 
face grammar of the sentences expressing them. Just as the comparison in the 
yacht case was between sizes, so in the case of Anselm's formula: the underly- 
ing logic of his formula would seem to be “something x is such that it is not 
possible to think that something y is such that y is greater than x’, where the 
variables x and y range over all possible items, existent or not. Whether analys- 
ing Anselm's formula in those terms enables an adequate presentation of his 
Argument depends upon how one interprets the reasoning he presents in Pz. 
The way Anselm compares something in the understanding with something in 
reality can sound somewhat paradoxical, in much the same way as the yacht 
example above. It is relevant here to note that when Robert Adams tried to 
present a formalization of the Argument, he found it necessary to introduce 
the notion of a magnitude in much the same way as the yacht example above 
had to be explicated by introducing the notion of size.!® I suspect that this was 
because he read this premise as a counterfactual containing contradictory 
conditions. I will discuss whether Adams’ introduction of the notion of magni- 
tude is required to make sense of this problematic premise when we come to it. 


15 Russell (1905); (1949) pp. 111-12. 
16 Adams (1971), p. 29. 
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I have argued in §3.4 that the first premise of Anselm’s Argument is not, and 
cannot properly be extracted from, his initial declaration of belief. This sen- 
tence simply articulates one of the beliefs for which he is seeking understand- 
ing. However, most commentators, without any justification, conflate this 
statement of belief with the conclusion of P2. As we saw, that conclusion is: 


Therefore, there exists beyond doubt something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought, both in the understanding and in reality. 


That conclusion contains neither the word “You” nor the word “God”. So, how 
is it that the conventional interpretation of this conclusion is that Anselm has 
purported to deduce that God exists in reality? The only possible justification 
is to invoke the initial statement of belief as licensing an identity claim: the 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought mentioned in the con- 
clusion is the same something as God is believed to be, according to the initial 
belief. But to invoke that identity claim at this point is to commit a logical 
howler! To infer from the conclusion quoted above that God exists is to per- 
form the following inference: 


(a) We believe God to be something than which nothing greater could be 
thought; 

(b) Something than which a greater cannot be thought exists in reality; 

(c) Therefore, God exists in reality. 


Any inference of that form is simply invalid. Most of us have heard of King 
Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table. Indeed, different towns in Great 
Britain claim that his famed castle Camelot was located in or near their town. 
So, consider the following argument: 


(i) Ibelieve that King Arthur is a legendary character; 
(ii) Some legendary characters actually existed; 
(iii) Therefore, King Arthur actually existed. 


Unfortunately, such controversial historical issues are not so easily settled. In 
this argument, the premises are true, but the conclusion does not follow. It 
could well be false. 

Arguments of this form are invalid because that there is nothing in them 
which requires that the ‘something’ mentioned in (a) is the same thing as the 
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‘something’ mentioned in (b). While, according to (a), God is believed to be 
such a thing, the ‘something’ mentioned in (b) might be something other than 
God which also is such that a greater cannot be thought. This inference as- 
sumes that having such a nature is unique, but there is nothing in it which 
ensures that. Anselm does have an argument in the Proslogion which shows 
that God and only God has this nature, but that argument occurs in P3, not 
here in P2. 

If Anselm’s argument for the existence of God is contained in Pz, its conclu- 
sion could be applied to God only by an argument of this form. But then, there 
would be no need to give a moment’s consideration to what Anselm means by 
“greater’, or why this something would be greater if it were in reality, or any of 
the other points so earnestly debated in the literature. For if that were indeed 
his proof, it should be dismissed out of hand, because it is fallacious; the al- 
leged conclusion does not follow from the alleged premises. 

To attribute such illogical reasoning to Anselm, who shows himself other- 
wise to be most adept in handling fine considerations of logic, is quite im- 
plausible. Any faithful reading of Anselm’s text in P2 must concede that it says 
nothing about God; what it is about is whether there is anything with ‘such a 
nature’ as something than which nothing greater can be thought — that is all. 

One of the first commentators to recognize this clearly is Richard La Croix,” 
and more recently a few other commentators have recognised that Anselm 
does not argue for the existence of God in P2. Most notably, David Smith de- 
votes his whole Introduction to the question of whether, and precisely where, 
Anselm identifies something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought with 
God.!® As he says:!9 


It is, in this connection, astonishing how many presentations of Anselm’s 
traditional Ontological Argument suppose that the argument gets under 
way with Anselm defining God as something than which no greater can 
be conceived.... Anselm does no such thing. 


So how should we understand the role of this initial declaration of belief? Its 
being introduced with the word “Et | And]” shows that it functions as a speci- 
fication of the second petition: to understand “that You are what we believe’. 
We saw in §3.3 that what he has just articulated is the content of one of the be- 
liefs he is seeking to understand — but does not yet understand. The main role 


17. La Croix (1972). 
18 Smith (2014), pp. 1-16. 
19 Smith (2014), p. 12. 
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of that sentence is to introduce the formula “something than which nothing 
greater could be thought’, to serve as the middle term in the initial two stages 
of his three-stage Argument. Far from assuming in P2 that something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is God, whether that identification is true 
is precisely what he wants to find out! He does not do so until the middle of P3. 

But that declaration of belief also serves another role in the Argument, as 
we will shortly see. Because it takes the form, “We believe You to be something 
than which nothing greater could be thought’, there can be no doubt that 
when Anselm deploys his formula he has a quite specific ‘something’ in mind. 
That will become crucial when we begin to tease out the logic of his Argument. 
But, to anticipate a possible misunderstanding, I emphasize that that does not 
mean that the content of this declaration of belief serves as a premise after all. 
Rather, the point is that the fact that Anselm articulates this belief provides 
the requisite contextual evidence to determine that when he articulates his 
formula he is referring (indefinitely) to something specific. 

Anselm’s Argument does not begin with the content of this declaration of 
belief.2° Rather, it starts with Anselm’s reporting two worldly facts: (i) that he 
has uttered those words, and (ii) the Fool has heard what Anselm has said. 


4.5 Translating “esse” 


One of the challenges confronting any translator of, or commentator on, 
Anselm's Proslogion concerns his use of the verb “esse (to be)’. In Anselm’s 
Latin, the verb “esse” is ambiguous. In one usage, it functions as a ‘copula’, i-e., 
as a connecting word which, when used with an adjective or adjectival phrase, 
connects that phrase with a subject, just as English speakers use “is”, to link 
predicates to subjects. However, when it is used not as part of a predicate, but 
as a substantive verb in its own right, it means “to exist”. Usually, but not al- 
ways, the linguistic context makes clear which nuance is meant. 

We English speakers have a sharp distinction embedded in our very vocabu- 
lary between “is”, when used as a copula, and “exists”, which is most frequently 


20 Smith is rare amongst all commentators in seeing clearly that the conventional accounts 
of Anselm’s Argument are quite mistaken. He maintains that “Anselm's whole argument, 
therefore, begins with not a definition, or a platitude, but with a profession of faith’ 
(2014), p. 13. The first part of that statement is certainly correct, but the latter needs to be 
clarified. What the whole argument begins with is not the content of that profession of 
faith, rather than with the reported facts that Anselm has professed it aloud and has been 
overheard by the Fool. 
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used as an intransitive verb without adverbial qualifications. Anselm’s Latin is 
different in this respect. It allows the use of parts of the verb “esse” to have both 
uses, although, with some troublesome exceptions, it is usually clear which 
nuance “esse” has in context. (One highly significant exception is a sentence in 
P3 which serves as a crucial premise; it is debatable whether “est” there is just 
a copula, or means “exists”, as we will see in §8.3). 

Of course, the link between these two uses of “esse” is the concept of ‘being’. 
To illustrate, it is appropriate to say in Latin, as in English, that something is 
red, or is in the next room, or is interesting. The connection between “is” and 
“being” in English is illustrated by the fact that if something is red, then it can 
be thought to be red. And the English verb “to be’, like the Latin “esse”, can 
mean also “exist”, as in Hamlet’s famous line in Shakespeare’s play: “To be, or 
not to be, that is the question”. But despite those similarities, English-speakers 
use the verb “to be” to mean “to exist” less frequently than medieval Latin- 
speakers did. 

This issue of how to translate “est” is acute in P2. In §3.4, I pointed out 
that Anselm presents his Argument by imagining a little scenario. The words 
Anselm quotes the Fool as saying in his heart are, “non est deus”. In this case, he 
is taking the Fool to have said in his heart, “God does not exist”. No-one doubts 
that “est” there means “exist”. 

But whether God exists is not the question Anselm immediately addresses. 
He realizes that he cannot continue writing his prayer while tackling that ques- 
tion directly. Consequently, he transforms the question in two significant ways. 
Firstly, since it would be absurd to address the question, “Do You exist?” to God, 
he has to find another way of posing the issue. And he has such a way forward; 
given his initial belief that God is something-than-which-nothing-greater-can- 
be-thought, he can engage with the Fool’s challenge indirectly, by asking: 


Or is there not anything of such a nature, since the Fool has said in his 
heart, “God does not exist”? 


Anselm does not, however, proceed to argue that something of this nature 
simply exists [est]. Rather, he amends that question in a very interesting way. 
Instead of using the simple “est’, he uses a different and more specific predi- 
cate: “est in re [is in reality]”. This is the second way in which he transforms the 
question. I suggest that Anselm has a quite particular reason for this. Since 
the Fool denies that God exists, Anselm recognizes that this question calls for 
a “Yes” or “No” answer. It is to make clear that the question at issue admits 
only two alternatives that Anselm chooses to rephrase the question in terms of 
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“est in re”. For the logic of the question, “Is x in reality?” is subject to the Rule of 
Excluded Middle. 

From the way Anselm's argument proceeds, it is obvious that he is assum- 
ing that the Fool’s use of “... non est” implies “... non est in re”. By making this 
simple inference, Anselm is explicitly moving to reformulate the argument he 
is about to develop in terms of what I call the ‘binary’ conception of existence. 
That is, the question raised by Fool's denial is very clear-cut; its logic requires a 
simple choice between two opposites: “Yes” or “No”. That might not seem at all 
remarkable to a modern reader; this way of conceiving existence is common- 
place today. But for Anselm whether anything has such a nature is a threshold 
question, which must be determined before he can even begin to engage di- 
rectly with the issue of God’s existence. 

I am calling this a ‘threshold’ question because this binary conception of 
existence is not the only way Anselm understands existence. For he has in- 
herited from Augustine, and ultimately from Plato, a quite different concep- 
tion of existence: there is not just one mode of existing. Alongside the binary 
conception of existence, he also thinks that things exist to lesser or greater 
degrees. That becomes quite clear in P3. For Anselm, what it is to exist is a 
vastly more complex question than can be constrained within the two stark 
opposites posed by this binary conception. As we will see, for Anselm, speak- 
ing of God’s existence requires a much richer conception of what it is to exist 
than the binary conception allows. So, it emerges from his text that he has two 
conceptions of existence: the binary one required to engage with the threshold 
question, and the other, Augustinian one. Unlike the former, the latter allows 
that some things can exist in some sense more than others. Whether those two 
conceptions are compatible is an issue I will discuss in Chapter 7, and I will ex- 
plore other aspects of what is involved in these two conceptions in Chapter 11, 
after we have seen how his entire Argument goes. 

But we are not there yet. Before Anselm can deal with the issue of different 
modes of existence, his dialectical situation requires him to engage initially 
with the Fool on the latter's terms. Since the Fool has denied that God exists, 
Anselm’s has to begin with the limited conception of existence implied by that 
denial. That is why Anselm uses “est in re” as his Stage One predicate, in order 
to settle the question of whether there is [est] anything of such a nature. That 
is a second reason why P2 cannot be about God. First of all, he has to engage 
with the Fool on the threshold question of whether something-than-which- 
nothing-greater-can-be-thought exists, or not. Only after that prior question is 
settled can he even begin to approach the larger issue of what conception of 
existence is involved in speaking of God. 


62 CHAPTER 4 


The Fool’s denial has posed the question whether the concept of God is 
simply a figment of people’s imaginations. Given Anselm’s initial belief, that 
question is equivalent to: Does anything of such a nature exists, or not? To crys- 
tallize that issue in all its starkness, Anselm two descriptive predicates which 
he can both connect and contrast. He therefore chooses two relational predi- 
cates: “est in intellectu” and “est in re”. These are not strictly opposites; what is 
in the understanding possibly exists and possibly does not exist. But being only 
in the understanding — that is, being purely fictional — is the opposite of being 
in reality. 

The secondary literature displays two ways of translating these two predi- 
cates. Since the issue has to do with existence, some translators and commen- 
tators understand Anselm’s contrast between “est in intellectu” and “est in re” is 
between “exists in the understanding” and “exists in reality”. This reading has 
the merit of respecting the inter-linked three-fold structure of his argument, 
by connecting the sense of these phrases in P2 with Anselm’s use of “esse” as 
meaning “exists” in P3 and P4, and elsewhere. And there is one piece of textual 
evidence which can be cited in its favour. I have always thought it striking that 
when Anselm comes to assert his conclusion to P2, he suddenly introduces the 
verb “existit’. All translations render this as: 


There exists, therefore, without doubt, something than which a greater 
cannot be thought, both in the understanding and in reality. 


So, it can be argued that these two ambiguous phrases should be translated as 
“exists in the understanding” and “exists in reality” respectively, because, un- 
less those phrases mean that, the conclusion which Anselm asserts does not 
validly follow. 

I do not find that argument decisive. Assuming that “existit” means “exists’, 
this conclusion can be interpreted just as plausibly as supporting the reading 
of “est” in these two phrases as a simple copula. For the proposition that this 
something ‘is in reality’ implies that it exists in reality, not because of the verb 
“est’, but because that is what the whole predicate “est in re” means. However, 
such a reading does mean that Anselm would be explicitly saying that this 
something “exists ... in the understanding”. 

In general, translators need to be wary of assuming that a medieval Latin 
word which has come into modern English meant what the modern English 
word means. So here, to assume that “existit” means “exists” is arguably a mis- 
take. The verb “exsistere” was frequently used in classical Latin, as meaning “to 
step out or forth’, “to come forth”, or “to emerge”. From that its meaning was ex- 
tended to “to appear”, and from that it came to mean “to prove to be”. It passed 
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into English much later as “to exist”. In Anselm’s time, the classical meaning 
would still have been uppermost, and the meaning, “proves to be” is highly 
appropriate here. On this reading, Anselm substitutes “existit” for “est” in order 
to add emphasis to his conclusion, along with “Therefore”, and “beyond doubt”. 
So, having validly deduced that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is in reality, he is entitled to emphasize that his conclusion has been 
proven, beyond doubt, by writing “existit”. We will see in §5.2 that his inclusion 
of “in the understanding” in that conclusion is both justified, and compatible 
with reading the verb “est” in the phrase “est in intellectu” simply as the copula. 

However, there is a deeper matter at stake here. To translate “est in intel- 
lectu’” as “exists in the understanding” is to read in a certain interpretation of 
Anselm’s enterprise. On that reading, existing in the understanding is present- 
ed as a mode of existing, albeit a minimal one. On this interpretation, Anselm's 
first objective is to establish that something-than-which-nothing-greater-can- 
be-thought has at least this lowly mode of existence. Having used the Fool to 
establish that, he then elevates this thing to a higher mode of existence: exist- 
ing in reality. And having established that it exists in reality, he elevates the 
existence of this thing even further, to existing so truly that it could not be 
thought not to exist. and then, finally, having identified this thing with God, he 
concludes that God’s mode of existence is “most truly and maximally”. 

To present Anselm's argument in this way, as an ascent from the lowest 
mode of existing, in the understanding, through higher modes of existing, 
until the highest is reached, is quite attractive. But it also raises in a critic’s 
mind the suspicion that Anselm is invoking the concept of existence in a way 
which is arguably inconsistent. It could be reasonably objected that there is 
an equivocation between esse in intellectu and esse in re which renders any at- 
tempt to infer the latter from the former invalid. After all, what could it mean 
for something to exist in the understanding? We understand that what exists 
in reality is spatiotemporal, has come into existence, and eventually ceases to 
exist. Such things can, in principle, be seen and touched, and in the case of 
those things which cannot be seen and touched, there is nevertheless observ- 
able evidence which can be appealed to in order to infer the existence of those 
other entities. But ‘existing in the understanding’ is nothing like that. Although 
we often think that what we are imagining has some of these features, that is 
because they have been borrowed from the real world, a point Anselm himself 
has made previously in the Monologion. 

So, translating “est in intellectu” as “exists in the understanding” too easily 
gives the impression that objects of thought are insubstantial entities which 
have an ethereal presence in mental space. If that were what Anselm means 
by this phrase, it is far too problematic an account of thinking to serve as a 
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foundation for his argument. And since such mental entities do not exist in 
anything like the way things in reality exist, this construal exposes him to the 
objection that his argument trades on an equivocation between the sense of 
the verb “exists” in “exists in the understanding” and “exists in reality”. If all that 
is so, then Anselm's argument would be invalid. 

However, it is not necessary to interpret Anselm's writing about what is in 
the understanding as an existence-claim. All his argument requires is that even 
if this something is only ‘in the understanding’, it can be thought to be in real- 
ity. And that only requires that it is possible to think of something which is the 
same as something in reality. Indeed, as we will see in § 4.7 below, his account 
of truth implies an account of reference which ensures that such an identity 
is possible. His way of explaining truth and reference does not require the ex- 
istence of dubious mental entities, and therefore is superior to any account of 
truth and reference which does. 

Other translators and commentators understand the verb “est” in the two 
predicates “est in intellectu” and “est in re” as simply a copula, respectively con- 
necting “in the understanding” and “in reality” to the subject of the sentence 
in which it occurs. This reading has the merit of being consistent in distin- 
guishing: (a) those occurrences of “est” when it functions simply as a copula 
connecting an adjectival phrase to a subject; from (b) those occurrences when 
there is no such adjectival phrase to be connected to the subject of the sen- 
tence and the context makes clear that the verb means “exists” in an abso- 
lute sense. Anselm does use adverbial phrases such as “so truly’, “most truly’, 
and “maximally” to qualify what are clearly assertions of existence, but these 
phrases are not relativizing, unlike “exists in the understanding” and “exists in 
reality” would be. This minimal reading thereby avoids attributing any mode of 
existence to objects of thought. We will see in §4.7 that that accords with how 
Anselm understands truth and reference. And there is no equivocation in the 
use of “est” simply as a copula. Rather, on this interpretation, Anselm’s invokes 
these two parallel predicates as simply a stylistic device to emphasize the con- 
trast between merely thinking of something, on the one hand, and describing 
it as real, on the other. 

There is also textual evidence to support this way of reading these two 
phrases. In his Reply to Gaunilo’s criticisms, Anselm explains what he means 
by “is in the understanding”. Thus, in Ri, he writes: 


However, I say: If [something] than which a greater cannot be thought is 
not understood or thought of, nor is in the understanding or in thought 
[est in intellectu vel cogitatione| then, either God is not [something] than 
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which a greater cannot be thought, or he is not understood or thought of, 
and is not in the understanding or in thought”. 


This passage shows that, with respect to something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought, Anselm is equating being “in the understanding” with 
being “in thought’, and being understood, or being thought of, implies being 
‘in the understanding’ or being thought of. A little later in Ri, he writes: 


But you think it does not follow from the fact that something than which 
a greater cannot be thought is understood, that it is in the understanding, 
nor if it is in the understanding that therefore it is in reality. I say with 
certainty that, if it can even be thought to exist, it is necessary that it 
exists. 


His point is that, provided this quite special thing is in the understanding, that 
suffices to establish that it can be thought to exist, and given that, it is neces- 
sary that it exists. And there are many similar passages in the Reply which show 
that all Anselm needs to launch his Argument is that something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought can be thought of. 

The two most widely cited translations of the Proslogion, by Max 
Charlesworth and by Jasper Hopkins, translate “est in intellectu” both ways. 
Charlesworth translates the first occurrence of “in intellectu eius est” as “is in his 
mind’, but in the very next sentence he translates “aliud enim est rem esse in in- 
tellectu, aliud intelligere rem esse” as “For it is one thing for an object to exist in 
the mind, and another for an object to exist”. Only slightly different is Hopkins’ 
translation, which also begins by using the phrase “is in the understanding” 
to translate what is in the Fool’s understanding, but a little later translates a 
sentence containing the same phrase as: “So even the Fool is convinced that 
something than which nothing greater can be thought exists at least in his 
understanding”! Hopkins, however, comments on this in a footnote:2? 


Obviously “in the understanding” is not to be understood spatially. This 
phrase is idiomatic for Anselm in the way that “to have something in 
mind” is idiomatic for us. 


21 Hopkins (1974), p. 94. 
22 Hopkins (1974), p. 153. 
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That comment is exactly right. To have something ‘in mind’, as such, does not 
necessarily involve anything to do with existence; it is simply to be thinking of 
such a thing. If that is right, there should be no suggestion that ‘being in mind’ 
is amode of existence. 

In his recent translation, Ian Logan accordingly translates these two phrases 
where they occur in P2 as “is in the understanding” and “is in reality’. Then, 
in P3, where Anselm writes forms of the verb “esse” without those adverbial 
phrases, Logan justifiably translates “est” as “exists”. I have followed suit in my 
presentation of the text in Chapter Two.?3 


4.6 Being in the Fool’s Understanding 


Having located exactly what is the starting point of this argument and having 
clarified what is going on in the first few sentences of P2, we can now begin to 
analyse how it proceeds. In what follows I will take us through the text line by 
line and will spell out in numbered propositions the argument he is advancing 
thereby. As we do so, let us recall two points. Firstly, since Anselm believes — 
but does not yet understand — that God is something than which nothing 
greater could be thought, instead of trying to prove there and then that God 
exists, he sets out to prove that something of this nature exists. The issue of 
God’s existence is thereby postponed to P3. And secondly, he transforms the 
question provoked by the Fool from one about existence to one about being in 
reality. If the answer to the question, “Is there anything of such a nature?” were 
to turn out to be negative, that would show that either God does not have that 
nature, or there is no God. Howbeit. to try to answer that question, Anselm 
must break off from his prayer and transform the problem posed by the Fool in 
the two ways we have noted. 

Arguing that even if this nature is only in the understanding [est in solo in- 
tellectu], it can nevertheless be thought that it is in reality [est in re], nicely 
expresses the required contrast required by the Fool’s challenge. Anselm's 
description of this event provides his first two premises. But whereas he had 
professed the belief that “We believe You to be something than which nothing 
greater could [possit| be thought’, when he begins his argument he changes the 
mood of the verb from the subjunctive to the indicative. He writes: 


23 However, there are places in his translation of the Reply where Logan inconsistently trans- 
lates “est in intellectu” as “exists in the understanding”. 
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But surely this same Fool, when he hears this very thing which I say, 
“something than which nothing greater can be thought”, understands 
what he hears, and what he understands is in his understanding. 


This alteration might not be significant, but it is puzzling. Howbeit, he be- 
gins his Argument by reporting the occurrence of two facts. The first reported 
fact is: 


(1) Anselm says, “We believe You to be something than which nothing 
greater can be thought’. 


Thereafter, Anselm makes no reference to the subject: ‘You i.e., God, until the 
middle of P3. Instead, he extracts from this declaration the indefinite descrip- 
tion which ‘we believe’ God to be. He next writes a sentence which also is re- 
ported as a fact: 


(2) The Fool hears, “something than which nothing greater can be 
thought”. 


These two facts provide the stage-setting which enables Anselm’s argument to 
proceed. What gets the argument underway are two further premises which 
Anselm asserts. The first is: 


(3) When the Fool hears, “something than which nothing greater can 
be thought’, he understands what he hears. 


From (2) and (3) it follows that: 


(4) The Fool understands, “something than which nothing greater can 
be thought”. 


It seems that what Anselm is claiming here is that the Fool understands the 
words Anselm has uttered, since those words are what the Fool has heard. 
(Apparently, this Fool has not only stepped out of the Hebrew Psalms, but he 
understands Latin!) But that would be a superficial reading. If Anselm means 
by ‘understanding what he hears’ no more than understanding what each 
word in that phrase individually means, that would prevent this argument 
from going anywhere. He surely means that the Fool understands what the 
whole phrase means, and that is more than understanding what each word in 
it means. As we will shortly see, Anselm holds that the function of words is to 
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signify something, so what the Fool understands when he hears that phrase is 
what that phrase signifies. That is, he understands that Anselm is referring to 
something so described, whether or not it exists. 

Anselm then writes, “and what he understands is in his understanding”. 
At this point, he is inferring that since the Fool understands the descriptive 
phrase he has heard, what is so described is ‘in his understanding’. In inferring 
this consequence, it seems that Anselm is assuming a premise which he does 
not assert until a little later, namely: 


(5) Whatever is understood is in the understanding. 


There is a difference between the consequence he has just inferred and what 
strictly follows from (5). On the first occasion, Anselm invokes (5) in a per- 
sonalized form: “what he understands is in his understanding”. The premise 
(5), however, is impersonal; it is not relativized to anyone’s understanding. 
Nevertheless, since (4) describes what the Fool understands, from (4) and (5) 
it does validly follow that: 


(6) Something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought is in the 
Fool’s understanding. 


Anselm adds a comment to (6). He says, “even if he does not understand that it 
exists”. By writing that comment, Anselm is obviously anticipating the conclu- 
sion he will eventually prove: that it exists in reality. His point is that it is not 
necessary for the Fool to understand that this something exists for it to be in 
his understanding. Anselm must have expected that his readers might find this 
distinction somewhat problematic, since he detours to present an analogy to 
illustrate its plausibility: 


For it is one thing to be in the understanding, and another to understand 
that it exists. For when a painter thinks in advance [praecogitat] what 
he is about to make, he has that which he has not yet made in his under- 
standing at least, but he does not yet understand that what he has not yet 
made exists. When he has painted it, he both has it in his understanding 
and understands that what he has made already exists. 


The point that Anselm is making with this analogy is straightforward enough: 
in general, it is possible to think of something without implying either that it 
exists, or that it does not. This is the logical characteristic of what nowadays 
(following a later medieval precedent) are called ‘intentional objects’. As John 
Duns Scotus explained over two hundred years later, but in terms reminiscent 
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of Anselm’s usage, “an object, insofar as it has being in the understanding, does 
not have real being [objectum in quantum habet esse in intellectu, non habet esse 
reale]”.** It is to clarify that last point that Anselm explicitly comments: “even if 
he does not understand that it exists”. 

Gaunilo, however, objects to Anselm’s inferring from the fact that the Fool 
understands what he hears that this something is ‘in the understanding’. He 
denies “that this should be already in my understanding when I understand 
what I have heard”. And he goes on to argue that Anselm’s analogy of the paint- 
er is inappropriate — it “cannot satisfactorily be adapted to this argument” — 
because, before the painter paints a picture, that picture is “nothing other than 
a part of his intelligence” — and quotes Augustine in support of this interpreta- 
tion. As Sandra Visser & Thomas Williams comment, “Think of Gaunilo as an 
adverbialist of sorts; for the painter to ‘have the painting in his understanding’ 
is just for his mind to be configured in a paintingish way” (2009:90). 

Anselm replied in R8 to Gaunilo’s objection by accusing him of missing the 
point. He acknowledged that Gaunilo had ‘so earnestly proved’ that what his 
formula describes is not the same kind of thing as the yet-to-be-painted pic- 
ture which is in the understanding of the painter, but, he says, proving that 
“served no purpose”. For, he says, he did not put forward the preconception of 
the painting in order to assert that it was the same kind of thing, but simply 
to show that having something in the understanding is different from under- 
standing that the same thing exists. That response is fair enough. 

Anselm then writes what looks like a summary of what he has argued so far, 
but there are subtle differences in how he re-presents this argument. It is puz- 
zling why he should have thought it necessary to repeat his earlier inference, 
and why he makes two alterations when he does so. Firstly, instead of his earli- 
er conclusion (6), he now writes that “Something-than-which-nothing-greater- 
can-be-thought is in the understanding”, deleting the earlier reference to being 
in the Fool’s understanding. And secondly, instead of explaining that “what he 
[ie., the Fool] understands is in his understanding’, he now justifies his infer- 
ence by writing “whatever is understood is in the understanding’, again delet- 
ing his earlier reference to the Fool. 

Those alterations suggest that Anselm is somehow inferring a different con- 
sequence. Let us explore that suggestion. He writes: 


Convincitur ergo etiam insipiens, esse vel inintellectu aliquid quo nichil 


maius cogitari potest; quia hoc sum audit intelligit, & quicquid intelligitur 
inintellectu est. 


24 John Duns Scotus: Ordinatio, 111, 158 
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A number of translators — for instance, Deane (2003), Hopkins (1974/1986), 
Logan (2009) and Walz (2013) — render “convincitur’ as “is convinced”. According 
to that reading, in the first clause Anselm is claiming: 


Therefore, even the Fool is convinced that something-than-which- 
nothing-greater-can-be-thought is at any rate in the understanding, be- 
cause when he hears it he understands it, and whatever is understood is 
in the understanding. 


If that is what Anselm is claiming, it would be far too swift! Indeed, he would 
clearly have over-reached. If we grant him that the Fool is present, and that he 
has heard Anselm utter that phrase, and that he understands what it means, it 
nevertheless does not follow that he is convinced of anything. To be convinced 
is to come to believe, and there is nothing in what Anselm has asserted which 
would necessarily induce the Fool to believe that this something is in the un- 
derstanding. Indeed, Anselm is acutely aware that understanding does not 
necessarily induce belief; he makes that very point about himself at the end 
of P4. 

Other translators understand the verb “convincitur” as expressing some ne- 
cessity. Eugene Fairweather (1956) has a variation on this common translation. 
He renders “convincitur” as “must be convinced”. Max Charlesworth (1965) 
takes that further, translating it as “is forced to agree”, and I accepted that trans- 
lation in 1976. David Burr (1996) similarly translates it as “is compelled to grant”. 
And Thomas Williams (2007) translates it as “must admit”. But to understand 
Anselm as claiming that the Fool must, or is forced, or is compelled to agree is 
far too strong a claim for Anselm to justify. 

The Dictionary of Medieval Latin from British Sources lists a number of differ- 
ent nuances which the verb “convincere” conveys, but none of them is “to con- 
vince”. It cites contexts where it means “to overcome” or “to vanquish’, and in 
the context of an argument “to prove’, or “to refute”. Another meaning cited is 
“to convict’, as in a court of law. That nuance is relevant here; persons who are 
found guilty of a crime, and are convicted by a judge, can nevertheless continue 
to protest their innocence. Being convicted does not imply being convinced. 
Given the context here, this last meaning seems the most pertinent. It is more 
likely that Anselm is meaning that the Fool is committed to accepting that this 
something is in the understanding. And, in the context of this argument, that 
is a justified conclusion for Anselm to draw. Accordingly, I have translated this 
sentence as: 
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Therefore, even the Fool is committed to accepting that something- 
than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought is at any rate in the under- 
standing, because when he hears it he understands it, and whatever is 
understood is in the understanding. 


It is clear that this is an inference, because Anselm provides reasons for his 
asserting that even the Fool is committed to accepting that something-than- 
which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought is at any rate in the understanding. But 
whereas previously he had inferred (6) from (4) and (5), he now infers from (4) 
and (5) that: 


(7) Something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought is in the 
understanding. 


We noted above that this conclusion (7) differs from (6) in that the reference 
in (6) to the Fool’s understanding has been deleted, and the reason Anselm 
provides to support (7) is likewise now impersonal. This raises some puzzles: Is 
the omission of the Fool deliberate? And if so, why does Anselm repeat his sub- 
conclusion, but with this difference? And since it seems that there is a differ- 
ence between being in someone’s understand, and being in the understanding 
simpliciter, what is the point of this difference? And why is the Fool committed 
to accepting (7), whether (it seems) he believes it or not? 

At first sight, it seems that when Anselm asserts that this something is ‘in 
the understanding’, that assertion can be understood as a generalization from 
(6). He certainly would be justified in inferring that, since (6) says that this 
something is in the Fool’s understanding, it follows that it is in someone’s un- 
derstanding. But he does not say that. Instead he simply says that it “est in intel- 
lectu [is in the understanding]”. Consequently, it is more likely that Anselm is 
making a different point. But what? 

As mentioned above, Anselm uses the Latin phrase “in intellectu” much as in 
modern English we speak of having something ‘in mind’ At the very least, for 
something to be ‘in the understanding’ is for someone to be thinking of such a 
thing. Manifestly, in the argument thus far, Anselm is shifting his analysis from 
a linguistic level to a semantic level, and then to the object of thought signified 
by those meaningful words. The claim he is making through these inferences 
is that if someone understands what some referential expression means, then 
that person is thinking of such a thing. We saw that implication earlier in his 
remarks in the Reply. It is quite straightforward. 
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What occurs in the text between Anselm’s concluding (6) and his conclud- 
ing that even the Fool is committed to accepting (7), is the discussion about the 
painter. To ensure that his readers grasp the purpose of this analogy, Anselm 
comments: 


For it is one thing to be in the understanding, and another to understand 
that it exists. 


That is, something can be ‘in the understanding’ independently of whether or 
not it exists. Having illustrated that point by discussing the example of the 
painter, he then modifies (6), asserting that even the Fool is committed to ac- 
cepting that: 


(7) Something than which nothing greater can be thought is in the 
understanding. 


So, it seems that one of his reasons for inferring that something is ‘in the un- 
derstanding’ is that that it can be so, whether or not it actually exists. That is 
why, when arguing that what the Fool hears is in his understanding, Anselm 
explicitly comments: “even if he does not understand that it exists”. That sug- 
gests that there is another implication in the phrase “is in the understanding” 
in addition to its simply being possible to think of such a thing. It appears that 
Anselm is also taking this phrase to mean that something can be in the under- 
standing independently of whether it actually exists. This is a vital point, for he 
needs to establish that (7) is true, independently of whether its subject exists, 
before he could be in a position to argue that it follows from (7) that this same 
thing does exist in reality. 

It is to establish that (7) is true that he argues that even the Fool is commit- 
ted to accepting it. However, even when “convincitur” is translated as “is com- 
mitted to accepting”, some might be tempted to argue that this sub-conclusion 
is still too strong. After all, it is still possible for the Fool to reject Anselm’s infer- 
ence. That is, he could object that, although he understands what the phrase 
“something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought” signifies, he does 
not accept Anselm’s premise that whatever is understood is in the understand- 
ing. That is Gaunilo’s objection too. 

Now, Anselm would be justified in claiming that even the Fool is commit- 
ted to accepting Anselm’s inference, provided the premise (5) is a truth which 
no-one could reasonably deny. For if so, then (7) clearly follows. And from the 
way he asserts (5) it seems that he is indeed claiming that (5) is undeniable. 
But Gaunilo does deny (5)! So, the question becomes: Could the Fool refuse to 
accept that what is understood is in the understanding? 
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Anselm directly addresses Gaunilo’s rejection of (5) in Reply 2. He responds, 
“Believe me, that it is in the understanding is entailed [consequitur] by the fact 
it is understood”. That is, he is claiming that (5) is a logical truth, a principle 
of reasoning which licenses the inference from ‘being understood’ to ‘being in 
the understanding’, and which therefore the Fool could not rationally resist. 
He continues: 


For just as what is thought is thought by thought, and what is thought 
by thought, insofar as it is thought by thought, is in thought, so what 
is understood is understood by the understanding, insofar as [what] 
is understood is in the understanding. What could be more obvious 
than this? 


Although Anselm thinks this is so obvious, it is still not clear what exactly is 
the point he is so intent on making that he believed it necessary to return, after 
discussing the painter’s thinking about what to paint, to insist that even the 
Fool is committed to accepting (7)? There seems to be more involved in this 
argument than what we have discerned so far. 

Those who translate “est in intellectu’” as “exists in the understanding’, might 
well argue that Anselm’s premise here (5) is meant to justify his claiming that 
so-called ‘objects of thought’ have some minimal kind of existence. That is, 
they would be interpreting premise (5) as licensing an inference to confer on 
objects of thought a certain, albeit minimal, ontological status. But if that were 
what Anselm means, that inference would be a hostage to fortune. For such a 
claim is quite contestable. Some modern philosophers would readily endorse 
Gaunilo’s rejection of premise (5), if that is what it means, for they insist that 
objects of thought have no ontological status, not even a minimal one. 

Still, if the point of Anselm's premise (5) is not to claim that something- 
than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought has this minimal ontological sta- 
tus, we have yet to explain why he thought it necessary to infer, twice over, that 
it is ‘in intellectu’. Having puzzled long and hard over that question, it struck 
me that the answer is not as difficult as it has seemed. For I suddenly realized 
that to understand what Anselm means, it is best to look to see what he does 
with this premise. When I did that, the answer became obvious. Of course, he 
proposes the premise (5) in order to legitimize what he does next. So far, I have 
been emphasizing that Anselm takes “est in intellectu’” to imply that something 
is being thought of, and that is so whether or not what is thought of exists. 
Those two implications are correct, but there is a third implication here yet to 
be mentioned. 

Anselm has succeeded in arguing that, since the Fool understands what he 
hears, the Fool can thinkofsomething-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 
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Significantly, however, when he explains why he is justified in inferring that 
the Fool is committed to accepting (7), he refers to its subject in the passive 
voice: 


Therefore, even the Fool is committed to accepting that something- 
than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought is at any rate in the under- 
standing, because he understands this when he hears it, and whatever is 
understood is in the understanding. 


The first clause in this reasoning is, “he understands this when he hears it”. 
In that clause, the demonstrative “this” obviously refers to something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. In that clause, “this” is in the accusative 
position; it is the object of the Fool’s understanding. And so it is appropriate 
that in the second clause, the verb in the phrase “what is understood’ is in the 
passive voice. But in that second clause, the same phrase, “what is understood’, 
is in the subject position. I submit that that shift is significant. My proposal is 
that the point of premise (5) is to legitimate that inferential move from being 
an object of thought to being the subject of description and argumentation. 

Let me spell this out in detail. Since the Fool understands what he hears, he 
has thereby understood what Anselm has spoken of; for the Fool, it is an object 
of thought. But Anselm is about to argue for the truth of various propositions 
about this thing. To do that, he needs it to be a subject which can be described, 
and which can serve as the subject of his inferences. And he requires that to 
be the case independently of whether this something exists or not. Despite 
the negative assessment of some commentators, in my view he has too acute 
a sense of logical propriety not to signal that there is an inference involved in 
moving from something’s being an object of thought to its being the subject of 
argumentation. Hence, he explicitly asserts that what is understood by some- 
one is not only in that person’s understanding, in the sense that that person 
understands what has been spoken of. It is ‘in the understanding’ in the sense 
that it can intelligibly be described and argued about, irrespective of whether 
it exists or not. And that is precisely what Anselm proceeds to do. 

I submit that this explains what otherwise seems curious: that Anselm ex- 
presses the conclusion he is wanting to establish in those two slightly different 
ways. I submit that Anselm both repeats, but alters, his claim about being ‘in 
the understanding’ because he needs to secure three significant implications: 


— That to be in the understanding is to be thought of; 
— That something can be in the understanding independently of whether it 
exists or not; and 
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— That because of those two implications, it is legitimate to describe and 
develop arguments concerning what is ‘in the understanding’, without 
thereby assuming that it exists. 


It is to secure the first of those three implications that he asserts this some- 
thing is in the Fool’s understanding. For if his point is that it is thought of, it 
must be thought of by somebody. But the other two implications are matters of 
logic, not psychology. They therefore are impersonal. I suggest that that is why 
Anselm re-phrases his inference, deleting the personal pronoun. But he re- 
peats the same reason, but deleting the personal possessive adjective, because 
the first implication is personal. In the light of this analysis, he is right the first 
time to say that even the Fool is committed to accepting that this something 
is in Ais understanding, and since the other two are logical truths, the Fool is 
committed to accepting them too. So, Anselm is justified in writing that even 
the Fool is committed to accepting that something than which nothing greater 
can be thought is in the understanding. 

That sub-conclusion also follows validly from (4) and the premise (5). Since, 
as I have proposed, the point of (5) is to license an inference, its truth is a mat- 
ter of logic, not of psychology. As Anselm responded to Gaunilo, “that it is in 
the understanding is entailed [consequitur] by the fact it is understood”. And 
because (5) is a logical truth, Anselm is right to say that the Fool is committed 
to accepting (7). Thereby Anselm is justified in deleting his earlier reference to 
the Fool’s understanding, for his concern at the end of this passage has noth- 
ing to do with the Fool. He is intent on establishing that this something can be 
thought of and treated as a subject of argumentation, whether or not it exists. 
That is what his argument needs at this point if it is to proceed. 


4.7 How Thought Signifies 


Having explained what Anselm means by ‘being in the understanding’, we can 
move on. As I pointed out in §4.3 above, Anselm uses the phrase “that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought” as a singular term to speak about a typi- 
cal exemplar of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. For, to 
anticipate what is yet to come, he will argue that that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought cannot be only in the understanding but must also be in 
reality. So, if his argument is to progress, he needs to establish that such an 
exemplar is in the understanding. The question now arises: When Anselm 
concludes that even the Fool is committed to accepting that something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the understanding, is that sufficient to 
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allow him to go on to argue in terms of that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought? 

Visser & Williams think this is an important question and advise that the 
kind of thinking which is at issue has to be understood against the background 
of Anselm's discussion in his Monologion of how words are meaningful. In 
chapter 9 of that earlier work, Anselm had been considering how, before the 
act of creation, the Maker would have had the ‘forms’ of the things He was 
about to make in His thought. Then, in chapter 10 he asks, 


But what is this form of things, which in the Maker’s thought preceded 
the things to be created, other than a conceptual expression (locutio) of 
things? 


The word “locutio” literally means “the act of speaking”, and from that, “what is 
spoken’. Anselm then explains: 


Now, by “mental’ expression” or “conceptual expression’ I do not mean 
here thinking the words which are significative of things; I mean, rather, 
viewing mentally with keenness of thought the things themselves which 
either already exist or else are going to exist. 


These authors draw on this account to interpret what Anselm writes in the 
Proslogion about the Fool’s understanding. They say that in P2,25 


Anselm is not talking about someone’s understanding the verbal for- 
mula “that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought’, and being able to 
do logical moves with it. Rather, he is talking about someone’s actually 
having that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought before his mind... 
Anselm’s reader, or the Psalmist’s Fool, must ‘form the idea’ on the basis 
of the kind of rational reflection that Anselm lays out in the Monologion. 


This account does not suffice to establish that what the Fool has in mind is the 
thing itself which is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. For 
a start, Anselm's argument on this point is not helped by misreporting it. It 
is a matter of fact that, in this first phase of the P2 argument, he never men- 
tions that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought! His sub-conclusion is 
that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the understand- 
ing. The difference between those two claims is precisely at the heart of the 
question. 


25 Visser & Williams (2009), p. 83. 
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The Monologion passage does not help much with this problem, although it 
does a little. For if thinking is not of matter of ‘forming an idea’, but is instead a 
kind of mental speaking, we might be able to explain how Anselm understands 
what is involved in thinking of something by looking at how he accounts for 
the function of speech. For speaking is an activity. But to explore that, rather 
than looking back to the Monologion, it is more illuminating to look forward 
to what Anselm wrote immediately after his Reply, namely, his dialogue De 
Veritate (On Truth). 

It would take us too far afield to examine that dialogue in detail, but the 
main thesis for which he argues is that something is true when “it does what 
it ought [facit quod debet]”.2° He takes that account of being true to apply to 
many contexts beyond linguistic ones; for instance, a fire is true when it does 
what it ought, namely, when it heats. He then applies this dictum to linguistic 
contexts; statements are true when they too do what they ought. And what 
statements ought to do is to signify what is when it is. As I understand this ac- 
count, by “signify” Anselm means to point towards some reality. For example, 
the proper function of the statement, “it is day”, is to signify that it is day when 
it is day. A speaker making that statement when it is day is drawing the audi- 
ence’s attention to that fact. 

But a statement can fail to do what it ought; when “It is day” is asserted at 
night, it does not signify as it ought. So, what a sentence means in the circum- 
stances of its assertion — that is, what it signifies — is what in those circum- 
stances would be in reality if the statement is doing what it ought. This account 
strikes me as similar to the modern truth-conditions account of meaning, but 
with the significant difference that this is a teleological account; signifying is 
an action, which has its own proper end, or telos, which is to select and draw 
attention to some state of affairs in reality. Signifying those truth-conditions 
is what statements ought to do, which allows for the possibility that, on some 
occasion, those truth-conditions are not satisfied. Accordingly, this theory of 
truth has no difficulty in accounting for the occurrence of false statements. 

Importantly, this is a three-factor account. Since the truth of a statement 
is a matter of its signifying as it ought, it is possible that it does not do as it 
ought. That is because, on Anselm’s account, signification involves (a) the sen- 
tence; (b) what, in the circumstances, that sentence means (that is, what it 
signifies); and (c) the relevant state of affairs which is truly signified if what 
the sentence says is so is in fact so. If the third factor is missing on some 
occasions — in Anselm's example, if it is night when someone says, “it is day” — 
the linguistic expression still has a signification, although at the relevant 


26 Fora more comprehensive exploration of Anselm's account of truth in De Veritate, see my 
Truth and Historicity (1992), Ch. 6. 
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time it is false. Philosophers from Plato forward have puzzled about how an 
expression can still have a signification even when it is false, and some have 
contended that there are no such things as meanings. But there is no need to 
hypostasize meanings, as that way of putting it suggests. Generally speaking, 
anyone who understands an expression used to make some assertion knows 
what it would be for that assertion to be true, even if it is not. And when the 
statement made is true, what is signified by its assertion is the same as what is 
the case. The sentences asserted serve, in the circumstances of their utterance, 
to identify how things are, to say how things are taken to be. And they still do 
that even when someone makes a mis-take. 

Analogously, there are three factors involved in names and referring phrases: 
(a) the word or phrase used; (b) what those words mean (that is, what those 
words are intended to identify); and (c) the thing referred to if the reference 
succeeds in its proper function of identifying something. And likewise, anyone 
who understands what some referring expression means understands what 
that expression is being used to identify, even what it is intended to identify 
does not exist. The function of referring expressions is to serve, in the circum- 
stances of their utterance, to identify something, to pick it out for consider- 
ation. And those referring expressions can still have that function — that is still 
what they ought to do — even when someone has mis-identified what is being 
talked about.?’ 

To be a satisfactory account of thinking of something, only one more fac- 
tor is needed. The later medieval philosophers lighted on the word “intend”, a 
word which in medieval Latin, as in modern English, means to reach out to, or 
point towards, something. When we are thinking of something, our thought is 
reaching out to what is signified by the words used to describe that thought. 
We are pointing our thinking towards the thing in question. Of course, it is pos- 
sible that what we take to be what we are directing our thinking towards does 
not exist; our pointing does not guarantee that what we are point towards ex- 
ists to be thus identified. But this account of thinking is compatible with, and 
supplements, Anselm’s account of truth and reference in terms of doing what 
it ought. There is no need to posit mental entities, somehow existing in the 
understanding, in order to explain how it is possible for an object of thought 
to be also in reality. 


27 Modern philosophers often use the verb “refer” in the sense that it is possible to refer only 
to what exists. I have always thought that bizarre. Just as we can assert statements which 
are not true, so we can refer to something which might or might not exist. That is the 
sense in which I am using the verb “refer”. 
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So, something can be ‘in the understanding’ whether or not it is also in re- 
ality. And when it és also in reality, what is in reality is the very same thing as 
what is ‘in the understanding’. There is no question of a ‘correspondence’ be- 
tween some mental entity and some real entity. Rather, when Anselm says that 
something is ‘in the understanding’, he is mentally reaching out to, is pointing 
towards, something which could be in reality. If that thing is in reality, what he 
is pointing towards is identical to the thing itself. And, of course, if that some- 
thing is only in the understanding, then his thinking is still pointing, with some 
determinate signification, but it fails to reach its intended target, because there 
is no such thing in reality. 

Thus, it seems that Anselm does not introduce the phrase “is in the under- 
standing” simply as a generalization from being in someone’s understanding, 
but because he understands the role of the premise (5) is to license inferential 
moves which are crucial to his Argument. From the way the argument pro- 
ceeds, it is evident that the point of (5) is that if someone is thinking of some- 
thing, then what is being thought can properly serve a subject of predication. 
Up to this point, Anselm has been arguing that the Fool has this thing in his 
understanding. But Anselm needs more than that; he needs to be able to infer 
consequences from the nature of this object of thought. So, I conclude that the 
role of (5) is that it legitimates Anselm’s inferring from this something is an 
object of thought, to its being the subject of further inferences. That, I suggest, 
is what he means by saying that it “is in the understanding”. Certainly, that is 
how his Argument proceeds. 

But Gaunilo does not understand how someone can come to have some- 
thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought in mind. Gaunilo had suggest- 
ed that while we can think, for example, of a man we do not know, but who has 
been spoken about, by calling on our knowledge of men in general, we cannot 
do that in the case of God, nor in the case of something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought. In the case of God, Gaunilo says, 


Ican think of Him only by means of a word. And no truth can scarcely or 
ever be thought by reference to a word alone. 


Because Gaunilo has found Anselm’s argument so difficult to follow, in R8 
Anselm offers an explanation of how someone can come to think of some- 
thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. He explains: 


Since every lesser good is good insofar as it is similar to a greater good, it is 
clear to any rational mind that in ascending from lesser goods to greater 
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goods, we can conceive that than which [illud quo | nothing greater can be 
thought from those things than which something greater can be thought. 


In a similar way, he goes on to suggest, one can think that something which 
has a beginning and an end is good, but also think that something which has 
a beginning but never ends is better. And one can think that something which 
does not have either a beginning or an end is better still — whether or not these 
things exist in reality. He asks rhetorically (in Logan’s translation), 


Can this not be thought, or can something better be thought? Or is 
this not to conceive that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought? Or 
is this not to conceive that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
from those things than which a greater can be thought? It is in this way, 
then, that [something] than which a greater cannot be thought could be 
conceived. 


And, he adds, should the Fool deny that [something] than which a great- 
er cannot be thought can be conceived by this kind of mental ascent from 
other things, this way of coming to conceive something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought “easily serves to refute him”. 

The word translated here as “to conceive’ is “conicere”. It is a very apt word for 
Anselm to use here. Its root meaning is ‘to throw together’, and, when applied 
to thinking, it means ‘to put together logically’, ‘to conclude’ or ‘infer’. To draw 
a conclusion one ‘collects together’ the separate conceptual elements intro- 
duced in the premises to articulate what they imply. So, Anselm he is claiming 
that anyone with a rational mind ‘could infer’ [possit conici] [something ]-than 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought from contemplating those things than 
which something greater can be thought. 

In this passage, Anselm has provided a reasonable explanation of how a ra- 
tional mind can ascend a hierarchy of goods and so come to conceive the thing 
itself [illud quo] which is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 
But it is important to note that what he has explained is how a rational mind 
can come to think of that specific thing. The conclusion he draws from this 
reasoning at the end of this passage in R8 is more careful than the way he puts 
it in P2. He declares that the Fool can easily be refuted “if he denies that [some- 
thing] than which a greater cannot be thought can be conceived from other 
things”. That is, by the end of R8 all he is claiming is that the Fool can conceive 
of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. And that such a thing 
can be thought is a cogent conclusion. 
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Could those considerations be read back into the P2 argument and 
applied to the Fool, as an explanation of how something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought could come to be in his understanding? After all, 
Anselm does say in R8 that these considerations can be used to refute the 
Fool. So, might this account not explain how the Fool too could come to have 
that thing which is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought in his 
understanding? 

The answer to that question is: Yes and No. Anselm can reasonably claim 
that the Fool understands the words he hears, and he can reasonably claim 
that consequently the Fool understands that the phrase, “something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought’, signifies something with such a nature. 
And if that is so, it follows that the Fool can think of such a thing. But from 
those inferences it does not follow that the Fool has made the mental ascent 
where he has formed the concept of that thing [éllud quo] than which a greater 
cannot be thought. We can agree that the Fool could make that ascent; but not 
that he necessarily has. For all that these premises imply, the Fool’s thought 
could still be somewhat indeterminate. 

On the other hand, Anselm is the one who has written this sentence about 
what the Fool is committed to accepting. This brings us back to the claim with 
which Anselm ends this first phase of Stage One: 


Therefore, even the Fool is committed to accepting that something- 
than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought is at any rate in the under- 
standing, because when he hears it he understands it, and whatever is 
understood is in the understanding. 


It is Anselm who is referring here to something-than-which-nothing-greater- 
can-be-thought, not the Fool. And Anselm has explained in the Reply how he 
has been able to perform this mental ascent, and thus come to conceive that 
than which | éllud quo] nothing greater can be thought from those things than 
which something greater can be thought. So, when Anselm claims that the Fool 
is ‘committed to accepting’ that this something is in the understanding, he is 
using the phrase “something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought” quite 
determinately and specifically. Given his premises, Anselm can validly claim 
that it follows that the logic of his inferences means that the Fool is committed 
to accepting (7). But whether the Fool actually accepts that he is conceiving 
that thing itself, or not, is beside the point Anselm requires. Maybe what the 
Fool actually is thinking of is not as specific as what Anselm has in his own 
understanding. But does that issue matter? 
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We have reached two rather different assessments of this situation, depend- 
ing on whether we interpret (7) from the Fool’s perspective, or Anselm’s. This 
highlights a basic problem with Anselm’s inferring (7). Even if we accept that 
(5) is a principle of logic, and not a psychological generalization, and therefore 
that it legitimates Anselm’s proceeding to develop an argument with some- 
thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought as its subject, his claim that 
the Fool is committed to accepting (7) is ambiguous. We readers know that 
Anselm himself has a specific something in mind when he refers to this sub- 
ject, because we have read his initial declaration of belief. But if the first phase 
of his argument is designed to establish, as a premise for the second phase of 
the argument, that even the Fool cannot resist agreeing that this same specific 
something is in the understanding, what that inference implies is uncertain. 
For there are two ways in which it is possible to think of something. 

When indefinite descriptions occur in intentional contexts — when they are 
the objects of thought and of other psychological attitudes — their signification 
can be of two different sorts. It is important to distinguish between thinking, 
in a general kind of way, of some kind of thing, on the one hand, and having 
in mind some single instance of that kind, on the other. The meaning of the 
former is generic, while the meaning of the second is specific. When Anselm 
claims that the Fool has something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
before his mind, he seems to be claiming that the Fool is thinking of something 
specific. But if that is what Anselm is claiming, his claim is not legitimate. Even 
if we set aside the fact that the most he can legitimately claim is that the Fool 
can be thinking of something so described, and allow him to claim that the 
Fool is thinking of such a thing, it still would not be legitimate to claim any- 
thing more than that the Fool is committed to accepting that he has something 
generic in mind. 

It is, of course, possible that the Fool thinks of some specific thing-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, since he has heard Anselm say that he 
believes God to be such a thing. But while Anselm has said that some spe- 
cific subject, namely God, is believed to have such a nature, it is not necessary 
that the Fool understands that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is some specific thing. After all, he believes that God does not exist. 
So, even if we were to grant that the Fool does engage his mind in the mental 
ascent Anselm describes in R8, it still does not follow that the Fool will end up 
with the thing itself, id/ud quo, before his mind. It seems that Anselm was aware 
of this difficulty, for when Gaunilo challenged his deduction of (7), Anselm 
responded by writing in Reply 9: 
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When [the phrase] “than which a greater cannot be thought” is spoken, 
what is heard can undoubtedly be thought and understood, even if that 
thing [res illa] than which a greater cannot be thought, cannot be thought 
or understood. 


In Rg Anselm presents a fascinating argument designed to circumvent 
Gaunilo’s objection. I shall adapt his argument for another purpose in Chapter 6 
and examine it even closely in Chapter 10. What is relevant here is that he 
seems to be conceding this troubling distinction. For he is recognizing that it 
does not follow from that the fact that one has heard something being spoken 
of, and understood that such a thing is being described, that one has thought 
and understood that thing itself. 

That distinction seems to be sound. Consider the following imaginary 
snatch of conversation. Many of us learnt as children that Jack and Jill have 
problems with fetching water. So, let us update their situation; they have dis- 
covered a leaking pipe in their house. They say: 


Jack: “I think we need a plumber to fix that leaking pipe.’ 
Jill: ‘{ think there is a plumber living nearby who could fix that leak- 


ing pipe.” 


Both Jack and Jill are thinking of a plumber, and they each use the same indefi- 
nite description to do so. But their thoughts about ‘a plumber’ are significantly 
different. Jack is thinking of the sort of person they need to employ to fix their 
leaking pipe. His use of “a plumber” is quite generic; it does not imply that he 
has any particular plumber in mind. Jill, on the other hand, is thinking of a 
particular plumber: one who lives nearby, and who could fix their problem. Her 
use of “a plumber’ is specific; what she says implies that she has a particular 
plumber in mind, even if she were to be mistaken about where that plumber 
lives. In any case of thinking of something, there is always a question as to 
whether the object of thought is generic or specific. 

This everyday example is highly relevant to the question of what exactly 
Anselm is claiming the Fool has to accept is in the understanding. Even if the 
Fool were to form a mental conception through comparing worldly things 
which are more or less good, and so come to think clearly of something-than- 
which-a -greater-cannot-be-thought, that need only to be a generic thought. 
Like Jack, and unlike Jill, he might well not be thinking of any particular indi- 
vidual than which nothing greater can be thought. That is, Anselm can claim 
that the Fool is committed to accepting that something-or-other, described as 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, is in the understanding, 
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but without further argument, Anselm cannot infer that the Fool must agree 
that there is a specific thing itself, ilud quo, in the understanding. 

Thereafter, the Fool plays no further role in the argument. So, do these flaws 
really matter in the context of the Proslogion? After all, Anselm is the one who 
has written (7) and while he asserts that the Fool is committed to accepting 
that proposition, (7) does not say that this something is in the Fool’s under- 
standing. The difference between (6) and (7) is that Anselm has removed the 
Fool from the content of (6) and only needs to establish that the Fool could 
not seriously deny it. So, let us now turn to the question of whether these flaws 
matter. 


4.9 A New Beginning 


We noted that, instead of trying to resolve these issues, Anselm says nothing 
more in the Proslogion about (7). Rather, in typical fashion, he moves on to an- 
nounce the next sub-conclusion for which he is about to argue: 


And certainly that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought cannot be 
in the understanding alone. 


There are, of course logical connections between that sub-conclusion (7) of 
the first phase — that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in 
the understanding — and this anticipated conclusion: the subject of the an- 
ticipated sub-conclusion is a particular instance of something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought, and both propositions claim that their subjects are 
in the understanding. 

But what is immediately striking is that Anselm has changed the subject of 
his Argument. Up until this point it has been about something-than-which- 
nothing-greater-can-be-thought. But now he confidently declares a conclusion 
for which he is about to argue, but it is about that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought, an instance of the former. The point to note is that the fol- 
lowing argument is couched throughout in terms of this specific thing — that is, 
until the last sentence, where he generalizes the conclusion back to be about 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 

Secondly, we note that he has changed other words in his formula. Instead 
of what might be expected, “than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought’, he 
introduces “than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought”. As we noted in §3.3, 
these two expressions have slightly different nuances, but that difference does 
not affect the logic of the reasoning. Anselm never explains why he changes 
the wording to something equivalent. 
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A third change is also striking. Again without any explanation, Anselm has 
dropped all mention of the Fool. The Fool is not mentioned again until the very 
end of P3, where, having completed his argument for the existence of God, 
Anselm asks why the Fool denied that God exists, when he has just proved it 
to be so true. 

At the end of the previous section we identified two problems in the transi- 
tion from this first to the second phase of the argument, which he is about to 
begin. Firstly, the most Anselm can reasonably claim about the Fool is that he 
could have something of the sort Anselm mentioned in his understanding, not 
that he actually has. And secondly, even if the actually Fool has this thing in 
mind, he could be thinking of something of that kind only in a generic way. 
Those problems raise two related questions: Can those problems in the transi- 
tion from the first to its second phase be overcome, or must we conclude that 
his Argument is not valid? And why is there this apparent break in the text? 
Are the changes we noted deliberate or insignificant? What precisely is he 
doing here? 

Pondering those questions, it struck me that to make three changes is more 
likely to be deliberate rather than a lapse in rigour. Those changes suggest that 
while it was important that his argument should begin with establishing some 
agreement between himself and the Fool, he was aware that what emerges 
from that discussion was not neither sufficient nor appropriate to form the 
deductive foundation of his Argument. That is, I am inclined to think that 
Anselm makes the changes noted above to signal that he is launching his 
Argument afresh, with a new assumption. And he is also signalling that he 
has no expectations that the Fool could follow him through the rest of the 
Argument. 

Since Anselm cannot ask, “Do You exist”, he transforms the issue of whether 
God exists into the question of whether there is anything of such a nature. 
To ask whether that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists serves 
as a proxy for asking whether God exists. If he can show that at least one 
thing so described exists in reality, that answers this question in the affirma- 
tive. Accordingly, it is proper to address that question by introducing a par- 
ticular instance, chosen at random, of something with such a nature, and 
to explore the supposition that it, as thus described, does not exist. It would 
be only in the understanding — that is, just a fiction — or whether it is also 
in reality. If that supposition can be falsified, then he would have shown that 
something with such a nature does exist. So, he begins again, with a new 
assumption: 


(8) That-than which nothing greater can be thought is in the 
understanding. 
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By that he is asserting nothing more than it is being thought of. 

Having announced his anticipated conclusion, Anselm next writes a condi- 
tional sentence to which he attaches a comment. Adjourning the comment for 
later, the main clause of that sentence is: 


For if it is in the understanding alone, it can [nevertheless] be thought to 
be also in reality. 


The antecedent of that conditional sentence implies another assumption, 
which he will later discharge: 


(9) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is not in reality. 


He then argues that, given those two suppositions, that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought would not be that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought, because it is possible to think that it is in reality, which would be 
greater. Anselm’s claim that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can 
be thought to be in reality “which is greater” has attracted an extraordinary 
amount of controversy, so I will reserve discussion of that aspect of this argu- 
ment for the next chapter. Our questions have raised a prior issue which must 
be settled first. 

Claiming that this thing can be thought to be in reality, and that, if it were, 
it would be greater, implies that this same thing than which a greater cannot 
be thought is something than which a greater can be thought. And that is a 
contradiction. Since supposing (9) has generated this contradiction, it follows 
that the assumption (9) is false. So, this instance of something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought must be in reality as well as in the understanding. 
Then, generalising back to an indefinite description, it follows that something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is both in the understanding and in 
reality. That is the argumentative strategy of the second phase of P2. 

So far, the assumption (8) is unjustified. In order for it to be justified, he 
needs to have derived from his initial premises a proposition which is like 
(8), but has an indefinite description as its subject. Then he can re-assert his 
conclusion as dependent, not upon (8), but upon the proposition with an in- 
definite description which is like it. If that is right, he needs to have derived a 
proposition which, for the moment, I will label “P”: 


(P): Some specific thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in 
the understanding. 
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Having mulled over this issue for a long time, I have come to believe that 
Anselm is not trying to infer the proposition (P) from (6), his sub-conclusion 
about what is in the Fool’s understanding. It is (7) which is the more important 
to him. The difficult question is whether (7) is logically equivalent to (P). It 
seems that that equivalence is what is required if the second phase of his argu- 
ment is to follow from the first. But (P) does not appear in the text. 

Nevertheless, if he were able to derive (P), his argument would be in good 
logical order. For since the conclusion he is aiming to deduce does not men- 
tion that-than-which-a greater-cannot-be-thought, nor is it mentioned in any 
other premise involved in deducing that conclusion, he would be justified in 
transferring the dependence of that conclusion upon (8) to (P). 

This pattern of argument looks very much like one of the techniques com- 
monly used in modern times in the logical procedure called Natural Deduction. 
This technique specifies the circumstances in which a set of premises, one of 
which contains a premise with an indefinite description as its subject, can 
validly entail a conclusion. This technique is to assume a singular proposition 
which substitutes, in subject position, a name which refers to an arbitrary in- 
dividual which satisfies the relevant description, and which otherwise mirrors 
the original premise. This name has to be so chosen that its sole function is 
to refer to anything which is a typical exemplar of the original indefinite de- 
scription. The name can be anything provided no other premise contains that 
name, and that description used in the original premise is true of the thing 
named. Then, any conclusion derived from this new assumption follows from 
the original premise, provided that conclusion does not mention that arbitrary 
individual, and provided it does not depend upon any other premise mention- 
ing that same individual.?® (The simplest way of meeting the first of these two 
conditions is to generalize the conclusion.) 

Anselm’s reasoning appears to exemplify that pattern of reasoning, with one 
variation. The variation is that instead of introducing a name for the arbitrary 
instance, as is standard practice in modern exercises in Natural Deduction, 
Anselm introduces a singular term — “that-than-which-... [id quo maius cogitari 
nequit |” — which echoes the indefinite description “something-than-which ...” 
[aliquid quo maius cogitari nequit]. As discussed in §4.2 above, the former 


28 For the rules of Natural Deduction, see E.J. Lemmon (1965). The fact that the inferential 
moves in Anselm’s Argument are so clearly parallel to what Lemmon called the rules of 
existential introduction and elimination is evidence of Anselm's sophisticated grasp of 
logic. I do not accept Hopkins’ criticism (1978/1986) that I overvalue Anselm’s logical acu- 
ity. These logical techniques are plainly evident in his text. 
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phrase has the grammar of a definite description, but in Anselm’s usage here, 
it is not being used referentially, and it certainly is not a Russellian definite 
description. It is being used in precisely the same way as the arbitrary names 
introduced and then generalized in Natural Deduction proofs. 

There is a reason for that. It is difficult to deduce anything directly from 
any premise with an indefinite description as its subject, since any such prem- 
ise provides no information about which thing that description is true of. 
Nevertheless, if Anselm can establish (P), he can then introduce an assump- 
tion which mirrors (P), except that it has as its subject a singular term which 
refers to an arbitrary individual which satisfies the relevant description. That 
is, he could then assume: 


(8) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the under- 
standing. 


That is the proposition which does appear in Anselm’s text, and from it he is 
able to infer some very significant conclusions, which, provided certain condi- 
tions are satisfied, can be re-stated as being entailed by (P). It looks very much 
as though that is precisely how Anselm is reasoning. Whether or not Anselm is 
assuming (P), his introduction of the phrase “that-than-which-...” immediately 
after his sub-conclusion about what is in the Fool’s understanding, and his 
generalizing his conclusion to be about “something-than-which-...” strongly 
suggests that he is using this pattern of reasoning sanctioned by modern logic. 

That was the analysis of this argument I presented in From Belief to 
Understanding and declared to be surely valid. However, in a review of that 
book, Peter Geach criticized that analysis, pointing to ‘a well-known trap’ in 
the logic of intentional contexts, and said that “there can unfortunately be no 
doubt that Campbell has fallen into that trap’.2° The problem, he says, is that 
in intentional cases we cannot use the rule of natural deduction I have just 
articulated. 

He illustrated the problem with two simple examples. Given the premise, 
“Brutus killed a man”, we may interpolate an argument beginning “Suppose 
Brutus killed a particular man, say Caesar”. We are then licensed by the above 
rule to treat the conclusion of this argument as a conclusion from the original 
premise (provided the conditions are met). But given the premise, “N.N. thinks 
of a dragon’, we are not warranted in interpolating a new argument beginning 
“Suppose N.N. thinks of a particular dragon, say Fafner” and then treat the 


29 Geach (1977), p. 235. 
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conclusion of this argument as a conclusion from the original premise (pro- 
vided the conditions are met). As Geach continued: 


For there is this difference: Brutus could not kill a man without killing 
some particular man, say Caesar; but N.N. could perfectly well think of a 
dragon without thinking of any particular dragon, say Fafner; he could, as 
we ordinarily say, ‘just’ think of a dragon but not of any particular dragon. 


Have I - or more relevantly has Anselm — fallen into this trap? Geach is cer- 
tainly right to claim that reasoning in intentional contexts such as thinking 
can at times be fallacious, as the difference between those two cases illustrates. 
Normally, generalizing any conclusion about Fafner and then treating it as fol- 
lowing from the premise “N.N. thinks of a dragon” would commit a fallacy.3° 

Geach continues his objection by observing that I insist that “something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought” has the logical role of an indefinite 
description; and, he says: 


.. it occurs, like the indefinite description “a dragon” above, in an in- 
tentional context, namely the context “Somebody (the Fool) is thinking 
of ...” 


His observation is correct; I did insist that that phrase has the logic of an indefi- 
nite description, and I still do. But the second claim (in the quotation above) 
is more problematic. Are the two cases alike? Anselm does argue that some- 
thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the Fool’s understanding, 
and we have seen that that implies “The Fool is thinking of something-than- 
which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought”. However, as I have already pointed 
out, the argument offers no grounds for inferring that the Fool is thinking of 
some specific individual than which nothing greater can be thought. Indeed, 
given that the Fool is a disbeliever in God, it is more likely than not that the 
Fool is thinking no such thing; the mental conception he can form is, at best, 
of something generic. It seems that that is not sufficient to validate Anselm’s 
move into the second phase of his argument. 

What I did not see clearly in 1976 was that Anselm was not deriv- 
ing (8) from his discussion about the Fool's understanding. He intro- 
duces that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought as an instance of 


30 These complex issues are examined in considerable detail in Arthur Prior’s Objects of 
Thought (1971). 
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anything-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. That is legitimate. Of 
course, that is not sufficient to justify his assuming that that-than-which-... is 
‘in the understanding’. What he needs is for this particular thing to be in the 
understanding. That is, he needs (P). 

However, since it appears that the reasoning set out in P2 starts afresh half- 
way through, it is possible to interpret the whole of what I have been calling 
the first phase as no more than preliminary context-setting. On this interpreta- 
tion, Anselm is not intending to infer (P) from from his discussion of the Fool’s 
understanding. Rather, if there were some way of justifying the proposition 
(P), (8) could then be asserted as an interim assumption, so that his eventual 
conclusion could be taken as following from (P). 


4.10 Being in Anselm's Understanding 


So far, our examination of this P2 argument has not produced a very satisfac- 
tory assessment of it. Accordingly, I have come to believe that Anselm is not 
trying to infer the proposition (P) from his sub-conclusion about what is in 
the Fool's understanding, for the reason that (P) is not entailed by what he can 
validly deduce about the Fool’s understanding. It is clearly suggested by it, but 
suggestions are not entailments. So, it is appropriate to ask: Is there any other 
way by which he could validly deduce (P)? 

There is! To assert the blindingly obvious, the argument which constitutes 
the first phase of Stage One has been constructed by Anselm himself. He has 
thought through that argument. So, we can reconstruct that same argument 
but with Anselm himself as its subject, in lieu of the Fool. There is a small, but 
highly significant, clue that Anselm was laying out this argument about the 
Fool's understanding as a reiteration of his own reasoning. For, after discussing 
the analogy of a painter, he repeats his conclusion with these words: 


Therefore, even the Fool [etiam insipiens] is committed to accepting that 
something than which nothing greater can be thought is at any rate in the 
understanding.... 


Why does he write “even the Fool”? Because the Fool is not the only person who 
is thinking of this something. This is a case of what modern philosophers call a 
‘conversational implicature’. That is, it often happens that while our assertions 
say one thing, a listener will understand from the way it is said that something 
else is also being supposed to be true. For example, if a teacher were to say, 


THE FIRST STAGE: BEING IN THE UNDERSTANDING 91 


“None of my students, except John Brown, will fail the exam’, a listener would 
be right to understand that not only does this teacher believe that almost all 
the students will pass the exam, but they would take it to be implied that John 
Brown won't. Likewise, when Anselm writes the sentence quoted above, we 
can reasonably infer from his saying that ‘even the Fool is committed to ac- 
cepting this’ that he believes that the Fool is not the only person who would 
be committed to accepting that conclusion. That explains why he rewords his 
conclusion to omit the reference to the Fool’s understanding. By asserting that 
even the Fool is committed to accepting this, Anselm is implying (conversa- 
tionally) that he himself is also fully justified in claiming that this something 
is in the understanding. 

Anselm can be so confident of this sub-conclusion for a very simple reason: 
he himself is manifestly thinking of such a thing. But more than that. When 
we reconstruct how he has come to have this something in his own under- 
standing, it becomes evident that the required proposition (P) is true. He is 
undoubtedly thinking of some specific thing-than-which-nothing-greater-can- 
be-thought. It is easy to construct an exactly parallel argument with Anselm 
himself, instead of the Fool, as its subject. Let us see how the argument goes. 

As in the case of the Fool, the following is a fact: 


i) Anselm says, “We believe You to be something than which nothin 
ry! g g 
greater could be thought”. 


Now, what Anselm says of the Fool is even more certain in his own case. That is, 


(ii) When Anselm says, “We believe You to be something than which 
nothing greater could be thought’, he understands what he says. 


From (ii), it is clear what Anselm understands: 


(iii) Anselm understands that God is believed to be something than 
which nothing greater could be thought. 


Thereafter, Anselm makes no reference to God, or to ‘You’, until the middle of 
P3. Instead, he extracts from this declaration the indefinite description which 
‘we believe’ God to be. Nevertheless, the fact that (iii) is true shows that his un- 
derstanding of something than which nothing greater can be thought is quite 
specific. We readers of the Proslogion know that not only does Anselm under- 
stand what is meant by the phrase “something than which nothing greater can 
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be thought’, but we also know that he is not just thinking, in a general sort of 
way, of some kind of thing which can be so described. He has in mind a quite 
specific referent whom ‘we’ believe is appropriately so described. although as 
yet he has no grounds for asserting that identity other than ‘we believe’ it. 

In the case of the Fool, Anselm had simply asserted that something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the Fool's understanding, because 
whatever is understood is in the understanding. But in Anselm's own case, 
there is an intermediate step which can legitimately be inserted, to express 
explicitly that what Anselm understands is something specific. This step func- 
tions as the second premise of this reconstructed argument: 


(iv) When Anselm understands that God is believed to be something 
than which nothing greater could be thought, he understands that 
some specific thing is believed to be something than which nothing 
greater could be thought. 


From (iii) and (iv) it follows by modus ponens that: 


(v) Anselm understands that some specific thing is believed to be 
something than which nothing greater could be thought. 


Now, proposition (5) in §4.6 above says: 
(5) Whatever is understood is in the understanding. 


Since (5) applies not only to the Fool's, but also to Anselm's understanding. 
Indeed, it applies to what is in anyone’s understanding. So, we can import (5) 
into this parallel argument: 


(vi) Whatever is understood is in the understanding. 


What is it that now is in Anselm’s understanding? Clearly, some specific thing 
which is such that nothing greater can be thought. To say that such a thing is in 
Anselm’s understanding sounds a little odd, but all it means is that Anselm is 
thinking of about some specific thing of that sort and can describe and devel- 
op arguments about it, whether it exists or not. I suggested in § 4.6 above that, 
having establishes that this something is in someone’s understanding, he adds 
two other points to what he means by ‘being in the understanding’, which are 
matters of logic, not psychology. That is why he drops the personal possessive 
pronouns. So, he can conclude likewise from (v) and (vi) that: 
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(vii) Some specific thing-than-which-nothing-greater-could-be-thought 
is in the understanding. 


That is, although what Anselm is thinking of is described only indefinitely, he 
can legitimately claim that what he is thinking of is something which is quite 
specific. He has performed the mental ascent described in R8 to conceive that 
thing itself which is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. The 
problem with which we were struggling concerning what follows from his as- 
sertions about the Fool’s understanding no longer arises when we consider 
what Anselm himself is understanding. But there is no ambiguity in Anselm’s 
case. He can likewise validly infer (vii) from (v) and (vi). 

I submit that when Anselm wrote (7) he was interpreting what he had de- 
duced was in the Fool's understanding in terms of (vii), which does validly fol- 
low from what is in his own understanding. Since it is Anselm himself who 
has written (7), he is not constrained to understand it as referring to some- 
thing generic. He understands the subject of (7) as something specific, because 
he is the one who has said what is in (1). What he was doing when he wrote 
(7) was disambiguating it. Strictly speaking, (6) does not validly entail (vii), but 
(iv) and (v) do validly entail (vii). So, when Anselm interprets (7) as (vii), he 
can claim (6) as providing a reason for asserting (vii), even though it is not 
entailed by (6). 

The important issue, for the validity of the Argument, is whether Anselm 
can plausibly assert (vii). The answer is that he can, because (vii) follows from 
(i), (ii), (iv) and (vi). And although that sub-conclusion (vii) is not exactly the 
same as the required proposition (P), it implies it. In order to set out clearly 
that that is what he is doing, Anselm implicitly re-expresses (vii) as: 


(7*) Some specific thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in 
the understanding. 


Is dropping the Fool from this second phase, and rewording the argument from 
(1) to (7) in terms of Anselm himself, enough to rescue the Argument from the 
fallacy Geach has detected? After all, Anselm claims that even the Fool is 
committed to accepting that something-than-which-nothing-greater-can- 
be-thought is in the understanding. And (vii) implies that something-than- 
which-nothing-greater-could-be-thought is in the understanding. So, if it is 
fallacious to infer that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the 
understanding in the case of the Fool, is it not equally fallacious in the case of 
Anselm himself? 
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The answer to that question is: No! There is this difference between the 
two cases. We have conceded that the most one can validly infer about the 
Fool is that he can think of ‘something-or-other’ so described, but without 
necessarily thinking of any specific thing which satisfies that description. But 
we know that Anselm does have a specific something in mind, although at 
this stage he is not basing his Argument on its being God (indeed, that is one 
of the conclusions he is trying to prove). That is, Anselm is not ‘just’ thinking 
vaguely of something-or-other than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought, 
unlike the person who is thinking vaguely (i.e., generically) of ‘a dragon’ in 
Geach’s counter-example. It is manifest in premise (1), which is the same as 
(i), that Anselm is thinking of a specific individual to whom, he says, “we be- 
lieve” to be something-than-which-nothing-greater-could-not-be-thought. 
And that some specific something is what the sub-conclusion (7*) says is in 
the understanding. 

To see how reasoning like this can be sound, recall Jack and Jill’s conversa- 
tion about their need for a plumber. The Fool, and the person who is thinking of 
a dragon, are thinking generically of anything of a certain sort, just like the way 
Jack spoke of their need for a plumber. But Anselm's thinking of something- 
than-which-nothing-greater-could-be-thought, however, is not analogous to 
Jack’s thinking of some plumber or other. It is analogous to Jill’s reference to a 
plumber who lives nearby. Suppose she were to run through in her mind some 
reasoning like this: 


Jack thinks we need a plumber to fix our leaking pipe; 

I think there is a plumber living nearby; 

That plumber will know how to fix our leaking pipe; 

If I find that plumber’s phone number, I can call him, and he could come 
to our house and fix our leaking pipe; 

That’s how our leaking pipe can be fixed. 


Although the first line of that argument uses the indefinite description 
“a plumber” quite generically, in the rest of this reasoning Jill is manifestly re- 
ferring to a specific plumber. She is not deducing the second line in her reason- 
ing from the first; rather, she is re-interpreting Jack’s generic use of “a plumber” 
by referring to a plumber she has specifically in mind. Her reasoning is surely 
sound, because there is evidence available in the context to show that she has 
an extra piece of relevant information which renders the first generic refer- 
ence to ‘a plumber’ specific. Note that, having mentioned a plumber whom 
she thinks lives nearby, she then refers to him as “that plumber”. In saying “that 
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plumber’, she is not asserting that there is one and only one plumber who lives 
nearby (as using a Russellian definite description would), but she is indicating 
that she is able to add to Jack’s generic reference a relevant piece of informa- 
tion about a particular plumber. What renders her reasoning legitimate is that 
she has, as we say, ‘taken on board’ Jack’s thought, and adopted it as her own. 
She then is able to supply a specific reference which Jack’s thought lacked. Her 
reasoning is surely sound, because she has been able to specify a particular 
plumber. 

Anselm’s reasoning is strictly analogous to Jill’s. Since Anselm has written 
(6), he is manifestly taking on board the argument about what is in the Fool's 
understanding which we rehearsed in (1) to (7) and sees that its conclusion 
(7) is something he can render specific as his own (vii). I have conceded that 
it is debateable whether Anselm is justified in asserting that “even the Fool is 
committed to accepting” the truth of (7). But it is enough that he can assert 
(vii), because it is a specification of (7). 

So, while (7) does not logically entail (P), Anselm’s reasoning is sound since 
he has already established that it is a quite specific something-than-which- 
nothing-greater-could-be-thought which is in his own understanding. That is 
demonstrated by the ease with which we were able to reconstruct the inference 
from (i) to (vii). That specificity is precisely what the Fool’s thinking lacked. 

Taking on board a generic indefinite description and rendering it specific in 
this way is similar to the rule sometimes called existential instantiation, and 
sometimes called existential elimination. There is this difference: instead of 
introducing an arbitrary name, as that rule requires, evidence is cited to justify 
treating that indefinite description as specific. Then, any conclusion which is 
derived from the more specific premise can be taken as following from the 
generic use. That formulation is only rough, and this is not the place to try to 
formulate a general rule for when inferences like this are sound in intentional 
contexts generally. Indeed, because it is a matter of context, it is likely that no 
purely formal rule can be satisfactorily formulated. But Jill’s piece of reasoning, 
and many other examples which could be constructed similarly, show that, 
in general, a sound distinction can be drawn between those cases involving 
indefinite descriptions in intentional contexts which do not support valid in- 
ferences of the sort we are considering, and those which do. 

This justification of how Anselm's own reasoning is valid does not imply, 
however, that he is, after all, covertly smuggling in his initial belief as a premise. 
The first premise of the argument he presents is not: 


God is something than which nothing greater can be thought. 
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Rather, it is: 


(1) Anselm says, “We believe You to be something than which nothing 
greater can be thought”. 


The premise (1) neither asserts nor entails that God is something than which 
nothing greater can be thought. By itself, a belief never entails a fact. However, 
what (1) states is a verifiable fact: Anselm has articulated that belief. Every 
reader of the Proslogion knows that it is a fact, because they are reading what 
Anselm has written. His doing so serves two purposes in the argument: it intro- 
duces the descriptive phrase which is to play such a crucial role, and it makes 
evident that he has in mind a specific instance of something which is so de- 
scribed. Therefore, he can proceed to deduce conclusions about that instance, 
and has avoided falling into Geach’s trap. 

Given the explanation that the move from (6) to (7), and the move from (vi) 
to (vii), is best understood as an inference about the logical status of some- 
thing-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought, we might be tempted to 
interpret the second phase of his argument in P2 as also being about what is 
in the Fool’s understanding — as many commentators have unthinkingly as- 
sumed. But if we were to interpret it that way, Anselm’s dropping any further 
mention of the Fool in this argument would become even more curious, as well 
as rendering the Argument invalid. In fact, what renders his argument valid is 
his adopting what the Fool is thinking of into his own understanding, thereby 
rendering it specific. 

Some commentators, having noticed this curious feature, have suggested 
that Anselm has switched from speaking of something in the Fool’s understand- 
ing, to that which is understandable. Eder & Ramharter, for example, say that 
it is no coincidence that the Fool is no longer mentioned until the end of the 
proof, but explain it as occurring because the Fool does not matter for the for- 
mal structure of the argument.*! For the reasons canvassed in the previous sec- 
tion, I do not disagree with that explanation, but I think they draw the wrong 
implication from it. While the Fool does not matter for the rest of Anselm’s 
Argument, I believe the deduction of (7*) from (i) to (vii) is vital to Anselm's 
Argument. Without it, the Argument has to be seen as beginning with the 
proposition (P) — which is implied by (7*) — which is not articulated in the text 
and would be entirely unjustified. 


31 Eder & Ramharter (2015), p. 2801. 
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However, because Eder & Ramharter are committed to presenting Anselm's 
argument as proceeding from purely analytic premises, they excise the first 
phase of Anselm’s Argument and introduce a simple predicate “being under- 
stood, ... or being understandable’”.3? They elaborate:33 


... we must not think of conceivability as conceivable by a particular per- 
son at a particular time. Such a conception of conceivability would, on 
our view, be too narrow to be useful for an ontological argument, and in 
particular it would fail to be faithful to Anselm’s reasoning. 


On the contrary, if a reconstruction of Anselm’s Argument is to succeed, we 
must think of conceivability as conceivable by a particular person at a particu- 
lar time. While indeed it is irrelevant to ‘the ontological argument’ whether 
this something is in someone’s understanding, it is not irrelevant to Anselm’s 
Argument. Indeed, it is required that this something is actually spoken and 
thought of, in order to be faithful to Anselm’s reasoning. As I will later argue, 
Anselm is not interested in purely theoretical propositions which are not 
‘owned’ by someone. Thus, to excise the entire first phase of his Stage One ar- 
gument is to give up on remaining as faithful as possible to his text. Yet in their 
proposed reconstruction of the argument, Eder & Ramharter prescribe remain- 
ing faithful to the text as the first criterion any reconstruction must satisfy to be 
acceptable. They do mention that Anselm argues that something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the understanding, but comment, “therefore 
it is conceivable that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought ex- 
ists in reality”. They continue: 


If, by conceivability, Anselm here would mean conceivable by the Fool, 
there would be no reason to accept this inference. After all, the restricted 
mental capacities of the Fool might detain him from being able to con- 
ceive of the existence (in reality) of id quo..., even though something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in his understanding. 


That reasoning accords with their desire to represent the argument as proceed- 
ing from purely analytic premises. However, Anselm’s basis for asserting that 


32 They note that David Lewis (1970) likewise introduces an un-relativized predicate, “x is 
an understandable being’, and a similar treatment can also be found in Oppenheimer & 
Zalta (1991). 

33 Eder & Ramharter (2015), p. 2814-15. 
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something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is ‘in the understanding’ 
is that it is an example of what even the Fool can think of. That ground does 
not provide an analytic premise; it has been deduced from the description of 
an event which is historical in character. Eder & Ramharter consequently try 
to replace Anselm’s actual reasoning with an impersonal premise. They sug- 
gest an axiom formulated in third-order logic, which they claim will provide an 
alternative justification for Anselm’s assertion. I will examine this suggestion 
more closely in Chapter 12, but here it is enough to point out that recasting his 
argument as being concerned with what is understandable a priori does not 
sit well with Anselm’s repeated insistence that what is said, thought, or under- 
stood always must be owned by someone. 

Furthermore, if Anselm’s argument is interpreted as merely saying at this 
point that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is understandable, 
that would destroy his logic. For the next step in his reasoning would become: 


If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is possibly in the under- 
standing alone, it can [nevertheless] be thought that it is in reality. 


On the contrary, Anselm argues that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought does exist in the understanding because his strategy is to move dia- 
lectically from its being an object of thought to the very same thing being also 
in reality. 

Howbeit, one thing is clear: Anselm’s own understanding is fully engaged 
in propounding this argument. And we know that he does have a specific 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought in mind, namely, the God 
to whom he is praying. The rule for validly deducing any conclusion from a 
premise with an indefinite description requires the introduction of an other- 
wise unnamed singular term which satisfies that description, and then gen- 
eralizing any consequence drawn so as to eliminate that singular reference. 
Although this rule was not formulated as such until many centuries after 
Anselm’s lifetime, his practice shows that he understands the logical require- 
ment perfectly well. That explains why he expresses the argument in terms 
of “that-than-which-...” rather than “something-than-which-...”. Although it 
is reasonable to say of the Fool that he is ‘just’ thinking of something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, but not of any specific one, that cannot 
rightly be said of Anselm himself. He is not guilty of fallacious reasoning. He is 
ready to move on to the next phase of this argument. 


CHAPTER 5 


The First Stage: Being in Reality 


Having established that some specific thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is in the understanding, Anselm then announces: 


And certainly, that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought cannot be 
only in the understanding. 


He does not explain why he has changed the subject, nor why he has changed 
the wording of his formula, nor why the Fool is mentioned no more. I sug- 
gested in §4.8 that, collectively, these three changes give the impression that 
Anselm is starting afresh, that he was aware of their being difficulties in bas- 
ing this second phase of his P2 argument upon his conclusion about what the 
Fool is committed to accepting. And if that was his reason for making these 
changes, he would have been right to do so. But we have found that those dif- 
ficulties do not constitute a fatal flaw in his Argument, because we have been 
able to derive the conclusion he requires from considering what is in his own 
understanding. So, the Argument can proceed. 


5el Being Greater 


In the next sentence, Anselm states the reason which justifies the claim he has 
just announced. Unfortunately, this sentence is ambiguous. Two significantly 
different translations have been proposed, which accordingly suggest different 
ways of interpreting the logic of the argument. Anselm wrote: 


Si enim vel in solo intellectu est, potest cogitari esse & in re quod maius est. 


The more usual way of interpreting this sentence is to take it as asserting that 
even if this thing is only in the intellect, it (that is, this very same thing) can be 
thought to be also in reality, and that if it were, it would be greater. An alter- 
native reading takes “quod maius est” to be the subject of “potest cogitari’. On 
that reading, the sentence is asserting even if this thing is only in the intellect, 
“what is greater can be thought to be also in reality”. In what follows, and in the 
following three sections, I will discuss the interpretations and controversies 
generated by the first way of reading this sentence and will leave discussion of 
the alternative translation to §5.5. 
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On both readings, the first clause is the antecedent of a conditional proposi- 
tion. That clause introduces two suppositions to serve as premises in an argu- 
ment to generate an impossibility. I mentioned those two suppositions in § 4.5. 
To recall, they are 


(8) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the under- 
standing. 
(9) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is not in reality. 


We saw above that Anselm announces that he is going to prove that that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought cannot be only in the understanding. The 
proposition to be refuted is equivalent to the conjunction of (8) and (9). So, to 
represent his argument faithfully, we need to conjoin them. That is: 


(10) That-than-which-a greater-cannot-be-thought is in the understand- 
ing, but not in reality. 
Anselm’s way of expressing (10) is: 


(10*) That-than-which-a greater-cannot-be-thought is only in the under- 
standing. 

That is the antecedent of the sentence quoted above. Two consequents com- 
plete it. The first is that “that-than-which-a greater-cannot-be-thought can be 
thought to be also in reality”, and the second is “which is greater”. It is far from 
clear how Anselm justifies these two claims.! In 1976, I assumed that this sen- 
tence introduces a new premise, and commented that, since it seems to be 
general in form, relating to anything which can be thought to be in reality, we 
should probably take that premise to be: 


If anything satisfying some description is in the understanding alone, 
then if anything satisfying that description were to be in reality also, it 
would be greater. 


That is far too general and problematic, and quite unnecessary. I take him to 
be inferring it by using two rules of inference evident in a logical principle he 
enunciates in Reply 5: 


What does not exist is able not to exist, and what is able not to exist can 
be thought not to exist. 


1 Oppy (1995:9-10) lists 15 universal propositions which have been proposed by various com- 
mentators as the missing premise needed to justify Anselm’s claim! 
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The first implication follows from applying to the proposition “What does not 
exist” the standard rule for inferring possibility: that from “p’ it is valid to infer 
‘It is possible that p”. The second implication follows from applying to the 


same proposition what I call Anselm's Conceivability Rule: 


From “It is possible that p’”, it is valid to infer “It is possible to think that p” 
[i-e., “It can be thought that p]”. 


In P4 Anselm distinguishes two ways in which a thing is thought. He says, “It 
is thought in one way when the word signifying it is thought, and in another 
when the thing itself [id ipsum] is understood”. So, words which purport to 
describe something impossible can be thought in the first way, but not in the 
second. Nothing so described can be thought, in that second sense, because 
there could not be anything so described. Thus, a condition of anything’s being 
thought in Anselm’s second sense is that: 


(u) If what is thought of and understood is the thing itself, then it is 
possible that it exists. 


Let us now apply this logical truth to the case in hand. It has already been es- 
tablished in §4.10 at line (v) that Anselm understands that some specific thing 
is believed to be something than which nothing greater could be thought. 
Furthermore, Anselm makes clear in the Reply that not only can he think the 
words signifying such a thing, but he also understands the thing itself. He was 
responding to Gaunilo’s saying that he can only think of this thing ‘by means of 
a word’, and asserts that he does not know ‘the thing itself’. As we noted in § 4.7, 
to meet that objection Anselm explains how anyone with a rational mind can 
think of increasingly better goods until they conceive that thing than which 
[illud quo] a greater cannot be thought. Since that-than-which-a-greater-can- 
not-be-thought is ‘in the understanding’, that very thing is both thought of and 
understood. It follows, therefore, by the rule for inferring possibility, that: 


(12) That thing itself than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be 
thought of in the sense that it itself is understood. 


Now, Anselm has also supposed that this thing is not in reality. But he is not 
supposing that it is ¢npossible for it be in reality. Nor should he, for it follows 
from (11) and (12) that: 


(13) If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the under- 
standing, but not in reality, it is possible that it is in reality. 
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And from (13) it follows, by his Conceivability Rule, that: 


(14) If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the under- 
standing, but not in reality, it can be thought to be also in reality. 


The antecedent of (14) is the same as (10), and (10) is equivalent to (10*). So, (14) 
is equivalent to: 


(14*) If that-than-which-a greater-cannot-be-thought is only in the un- 
derstanding, it can be thought to be also in reality. 


This proposition (14*) is exactly what Anselm wrote. 

Anselm will eventually deduce a contradiction from (g). For that reason, a 
captious critic might object to this derivation of (14*) from (g) on the grounds 
that if a proposition entails a contradiction, it cannot be thought. But that ob- 
jection cannot be sustained. To derive a contradiction from a supposition in 
order to demonstrate that that supposition is false is a standard rule of infer- 
ence; it is called reductio ad absurdum. It is one of Anselm’s favourite argu- 
mentative strategies. Following the reasoning in any deduction of that type 
requires supposing, for the sake of the argument, that the proposition which 
turns out to be false is true, and then thinking through that deduction to the 
point where the original supposition has to be negated. So, any such suppo- 
sition can be thought. And with (14*), Anselm has deduced the first conse- 
quence implied by (10*). 

The critics of Anselm’s argument do not give up easily. They might rephrase 
their objection along the following lines. So that Anselm can eventually de- 
duce that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in reality, he has in- 
troduced the assumption (9) that it is not in reality. Given that, is he not simply 
being perverse in then asserting that it can be thought to be in reality? For, in 
order to infer consequences from that thought, Anselm will then have to sup- 
pose that this thought is true, ie., that this thing is in reality. But that second 
assumption will directly contradict the first. It is not an acceptable procedure 
to introduce two assumptions which are directly contradictory. That, a critic 
could well object, is plainly perverse. I simply flag this issue here; we will see in 
the next section how this difficulty can be avoided. 

In the meantime, having derived (14*), Anselm immediately adds a second 
consequent: “which is greater”. This phrase looks deceptively simple. What is 
Anselm doing when he attaches this three-word phrase to (14*)? Anyone who 
has analysed this argument, including my previous self, has interpreted him 
to be invoking some unspoken assumption to serve as the premise needed to 
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secure his eventual conclusion. Many commentators have expended a great 
deal of intellectual energy either attacking or defending some general back- 
ground principle connecting being in reality with greatness. And there has 
been a lot of rather absurd talk about ‘great-making properties’. 

One common way of interpreting this phrase is that Anselm is asserting that 
‘being in reality’ is greater than ‘being only in the understanding’ For instance, 
a surprising number of commentators have suggested that Anselm is implicitly 
invoking the following background premise: 


Anything which is in reality is greater than anything which is only in the 
understanding. 


But that cannot be right. As David Smith points out, not only does Anselm 
never state or imply this, such an idea is refuted by two passages in the Reply.” 
Firstly, in Reply 5 Anselm insists that, while his phrase “quo maius cogitari non 
potest” easily produces an existential conclusion, it is less obvious that what 
can be thought not to exist is not greater than everything which does exist. 
And, he goes on to ask, 


What if someone should say that there exists something greater than ev- 
erything [else] which exists, but this same thing can be thought not to 
exist, and that something greater than it, even if it does not exist, can still 
be thought? 


Anselm is here allowing that it is theoretically possible to think of some non- 
existent thing which is greater than something which does exist — greater in- 
deed, than the greatest of existing things. As Smith wryly asks, “Is an actual 
cowpat greater than a non-existent angel?”. 

Secondly, we noted in §4.7 that Anselm, in Reply 8, considers how a rational 
mind can ascend from lesser goods to greater goods, culminating in thinking 
of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. He then rhetorically 
asks, 


Indeed, who, for example — even if he should not believe that what he is 
thinking of is in reality - cannot think that, if something which has a be- 
ginning and an end is good, there is a much better good, which although 
it begins, nevertheless, does not cease; and just as the latter is better than 
the former, so that which does not have an end or a beginning is better 


2 Smith (2014), p. 92. 
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than the latter even if it should pass from the past through the present to 
the future; and whether or not something of this kind should be in reality, 
that which is in no way lacking nor is thought to change or to be in mo- 
tion is very much better than it? 


Smith rightly observes that the whole series of comparisons is between what 
might be merely conceived-of beings; what Anselm is comparing here are 
(essential) natures (p. 93). 

Returning to the text of P2, Anselm is there supposing that that-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought is solely in the understanding, and then com- 
pares it under that condition with the same thing under a different, equally 
conceivable condition: if it were to be in reality. Given that, if there is an im- 
plicit universal premise of this sort here, it would more plausibly be: 


Anything is greater if it exists than if it does not. 


This alleged presupposition has nevertheless also been repeatedly attacked, 
in different ways, as the unjustifiable step in Anselm’s reasoning. One com- 
mon objection invokes Kant’s thesis: that “exists” is not a ‘real’ predicate.? That 
thesis is most often interpreted as meaning that the ‘deep logical structure’ of 
existence-claims shows that “exists” is not a predicate at all, or (conceding that 
grammatically it is a predicate) that it is not ‘logically’ a ‘genuine’ predicate. 
However, this interpretation of Kant’s thesis is contradicted by Kant himself, 
since he says on the same page that “anything we please can be made to serve 
as a logical predicate’. 

Despite the fact that the critics so often invoke Kant’s thesis as an objection 
to Anselm's argument, Kant’s testimony about the logical function of “exists” 
tells powerfully for the defence of Anselm, as we will shortly see, rather help- 
ing the case for his prosecution. That Anselm’s critics have so blithely invoked 
Kant’s thesis as telling against Anselm's argument simply displays their own 
failure to understand what Kant’s objection is. This is an issue worth debating 
in its own right, but to do so right now, when we are trying to come to a clear 
view of how Anselm's argument goes, would be too distracting. So, I will set 
aside this objection until §5.3, where we can investigate the meaning of Kant’s 
thesis more thoroughly. 

Another common objection to Anselm's apparently ascribing a greater value 
to existing is that he is taking it to be a ‘perfection’. Presumably, a ‘perfection’ is 
some intrinsic property which plays a crucial role in determining what kind of 


3 Kant: Critique of Pure Reason: A598/B626. 
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being something is. Descartes, for instance, in propounding his version of the 
ontological argument, did explicitly say,* 


... it is indeed necessary for me to suppose that God exists, once I have 
made the supposition that he has all the perfections (since existence is 
one of the perfections) ... 


For Descartes, existence can no more be separated from the essence of God 
than the fact that its three angles equal two right angles can be separated from 
the essence of a triangle. By arguing in this way that existence is an intrinsic 
property of God, Descartes is indeed treating “exists” as what Kant calls a ‘real’ 
predicate. Consequently, for Kant’s reasons, Descartes’ argument is fallacious; 
existence cannot be one of God's perfections. 

But Anselm is not Descartes. He is not basing his Argument on treating 
being in reality as an intrinsic property of God; in fact, he never writes “Deus 
est in re [God is in reality]”. That is why I am calling Kant as a witness for the 
defence, not the prosecution, of Anselm. Anselm's argument cannot be inter- 
preted as presuming that being in reality is a ‘perfection’, despite what the crit- 
ics say. Anselm's predicate, “est in re” is not a ‘real’ predicate, in Kant’s sense, 
nor does Anselm’s argument require us to interpret it as if it were. 

On the contrary, precisely for Kant’s reasons, it had better not be; otherwise, 
the entity which is said to be ‘in reality’ would not be the same entity as that 
which is said to be ‘in the understanding’. Much of the modern critique of 
Anselm's Argument on this score strikes me as muddling, rather than clarify- 
ing, what are admittedly complex and subtle issues. We will see that Anselm's 
Argument requires that existence be an extrinsic, non-essential property, and 
so he is not treating it as a ‘perfection’. 

Anselm and Kant are in agreement about the following thesis: If something 
thought of is said to be in reality, what is said to be in reality has to be the same 
thing as was thought of. So, Anselm’s comment, “which is greater’, can be inter- 
preted as his arguing that since that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
can be thought to be in realty, then if it did, it would be greater. Of course, he 
has assumed, for the sake of the argument, that it is not in reality. But if it were 
to be in reality, he remarks, that very same thing would be greater. 

The previous paragraph articulates the most natural way of reading those 
three words. That is, the three-word phrase reads most naturally as a comment 
on what would follow if that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought were to 
be in reality, as can be thought. And if that is what Anselm is saying by tacking 


4 Descartes: Meditation 5. 
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on these three words, that phrase is describing a consequence which would fol- 
low if the projected counterfactual condition was to obtain. And if this com- 
ment is an anticipated consequence, it cannot be a disguised premise. 

So, let us take “quod maius est” as an anticipated consequence and see how 
the argument can be reconstructed. There is no doubt that Anselm is implicitly 
asserting a counterfactual. To make his argument fully explicit we therefore 
need to spell out the relevant counterfactual conditions. The argument turns 
on a comparison of that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought with itself, 
under contradictory suppositions. Despite that inconsistency, in order to make 
sense, that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought has to be the same thing 
in each circumstance. So, it seems as if Anselm is saying that although (9) has 
been supposed to be true, it can be thought that it is false — that is, it can be 
thought that this same thing is in reality — and if it were, it would be greater. 

But how can he argue, and not merely assert, that it would it be greater? 
To see that, we have to understand that Anselm is implicitly supposing that 
what (14) says can be thought, is actually true. That is, it appears that he is 
supposing: 


That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in reality. 


Of course, this supposition is the contradictory of his earlier supposition (9). 
But that is not the inconsistency Anselm is intent on generating for his re- 
ductio. I have already foreshadowed that there is a way of ensuring that that 
contradiction does not arise. Rather, he is supposing that that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought is in reality because such a supposition states the 
counterfactual circumstance whose implications he has indicated he wants to 
explore, a circumstance which he has thought to be possible. His claim is that, 
if the facts were as (14) says they can be thought to be, then that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought would be greater than it would be if the facts were 
as (g) asserts. 

To understand how Anselm is arguing, instead of guessing what his missing 
premise might be, it is more fruitful to consider what he means by the word 
“greater”. This word “greater [maius]” is the key word in his formula; it clearly 
expresses a normative evaluation. It does not express a purely descriptive prop- 
erty. In P2 to P4, the word “greater [maius]” occurs 15 times, but there is one 
sentence in P3 where instead Anselm has written “better [melius|” in providing 
a reason why God is something than which a greater cannot be thought. And 
the R8 passage is couched in terms of “better”. A number of commentators, in- 
cluding my earlier self, have therefore taken Anselm’s use of “better” in lieu of 
“sreater” in that sentence as evidence that he regarded the two as equivalent. 
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That view has, however, been challenged. Robert Brecher claims that treat- 
ing “maius” and “melius” as interchangeable is “a quite unjustified assumption” 
which obscures the structure and purpose of Anselm’s text.5 He argues, in- 
stead, that generally — that is, with the exception of that one sentence in P3 — 
Anselm carefully distinguished the two words: great” and “good”. Brecher says, 
“The ontological qualities of being independent of time and place constitute 
greatness — not goodness”.® And he rightly points out that in P5 Anselm deduc- 
es from God’s being that-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought that He 
is “the supreme being, existing through Yourself alone, who made everything 
else from nothing”, and Anselm then argues from God’s ontological supremacy 
to God’s goodness. That last point is certainly right; we will return to consider 
Ps in more detail in §13.1. But the passages in R8 and Anselm’s repeated asser- 
tion that “God is whatever it is better to be than not to be’ tell against Brecher’s 
claim that Anselm carefully distinguishes between “greater” and “better”. 

In their recent article proposing a reconstruction of Anselm’s argument,’ 
Giinther Eder and Esther Ramharter also distinguish between “maius” and 
“melius’.® They consider that “maius”, unlike “melius”, is a morally neutral term. 
They do recognize that “maius” can be used as ‘judgemental’ but see it as ad- 
vantageous that it does not have to be. That is clearly wrong; in the R8 passage, 
Anselm provides an explanation of how anyone with a rational mind can come 
to conceive that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. This explanation 
only makes sense if there is a close conceptual connection between being bet- 
ter and being greater. For, invoking a thoroughly Platonic principle, he says that 
since every lesser good is good insofar as it is similar to a greater good, so there 
is a hierarchy of lesser and greater goods, which one can ascend in one’s think- 
ing. For each good, one can think of “something which is a better good” until 
one arrives in thought at something than which no greater can be thought. 
The word “good” is certainly a normative term; to be good is to be of value, and 
to be better is to be of greater value. But “great” does not always mean morally 
good, and in Anselm's explanation in R8, it clearly does not. For instance, the 
Monologion opens with a discussion of “those things which [all men] consider 
good’, and that soon turns into a discussion of a horse which is called good 
because it is strong, and a horse which is called good because it is swift. He 
speaks there of ‘goods’ and what is ‘better’ in ways which have nothing to do 


Brecher (1985), p. 6. 
Brecher (1985), p. 7- 
Eder & Ramharter (2015). 
Eder & Ramharter (2015), p. 2804, n. 23. 
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with human behaviour. And in M2 he says, “I mean great in the sense that the 
greater anything is the better or more excellent it is”. 

So, when Anselm infers that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
would be ‘greater’ if it were to be in reality than if it were not, he is not basing 
that inference on a claim that the concept of an existing x is different from 
the concept of an x. He is basing it on the different valuations properly ascrib- 
able to the thing itself, depending on whether it exists or not. That observation 
does, however, take us into normative territory. For Anselm, not all normative 
terms are moral terms, and Anselm’s crucial term “greater” is not a moral term. 
Nor is “ought” in his usage a moral term; in De Veritate he happily speaks of 
what things in general, such as fire, “ought to do”. But it is helpful to recall 
briefly that, in the field of moral philosophy, it is often argued that valuations 
‘supervene’ upon non-moral, i.e., purely descriptive, judgements. Standardly, 
supervenience in this context is explicated by citing the paradigm of a good 
man, e.g., St. Francis. It is not logically possible, it is held, that there be another 
man living in exactly the same circumstances, and behaving in exactly the 
same way, as St. Francis, but who differs from him only in the respect that this 
other person is not a good man. That is, no difference in moral evaluations can 
properly be ascribed unless there is a corresponding difference in purely fac- 
tual descriptions. That is another way of saying that people are valued as ‘good’, 
and as ‘better’, in virtue of the relevant facts which can be ascribed to them. 

The same point can be made with respect to other normative, but non- 
moral terms. Not only is a good horse one which is strong and/or swift; a good 
kidney is one which efficiently and effectively serves its function of filtering 
blood; what is good to eat is food which is nourishing, etc. Then there is the 
sense of ‘making good’ where to be good is to be complete, the result of suc- 
cessful effort. And what is good is valuable. Accordingly, I submit that it is rea- 
sonable for Anselm to maintain that, if it can be truly said of something that it 
is in reality, that fact is relevant to its valuation. 

Although Anselm does not explain in the Proslogion why anything is greater 
if it were to be in reality than if it is not, neither does he need to assert as 
a premise some universal proposition linking existence and greatness. None 
of the multiple versions of a premise which the commentators read in at this 
point can be found in the text. The only propositions which he assumes in this 
second phase of his argument are: 


(8) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the under- 
standing; and the logical truth: 

(u) If what is thought of and understood is the thing itself, then it is 
possible that it exists. 
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plus the supposition he is about to disprove: 
(9) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is not in reality. 


The text does not contain any other premise, since the only other candidate, 
“which is greater’, seems more like a comment than a premise. 

Nevertheless, Anselm must be invoking some presupposition, or implicit 
premise, or principle at this point, since there is nothing in his premises so 
far which could justify that comment. Given that, another question imme- 
diately arises. Why would that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought be 
greater if it were to be in reality than if it were not? He must have had some 
reason for saying that. Having pondered on this question for many years, I’ve 
come to believe that there is a premise hidden in this phrase, but it is not 
any of the multiple suggestions which have been offered in the secondary 
literature. 

In the passage from R8 quoted above, Anselm claims that someone can 
think that if that something which has a beginning and an end is good, there 
is a much better good, and similarly ascend in thought from lesser goods to 
better goods. It is, I believe, significant that he argues that this comparison 
of increasingly better goods enables any rational mind to conceive that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot be-thought. It shows that he is inferring “greater” from 
“better”. And the word “better” is the comparative form of “good”. Taking all 
that into consideration, it is irrefutable that using the word “greater” implies 
that something is good. That leads me to propose that a very simple premise is 
implicit in those three words: “which is greater”. As we will soon see, he does 
not need to be assuming anything more complicated than: 


(15) To be in reality is good. 


I am suggesting that, for Anselm, (15) is implicit in the meaning of the word 
“greater”. The truth of (15) is so obvious and so simple that he saw no need to 
articulate it. And Anselm has strong reasons for assuming (15). After all, the 
Biblical account of creation in the first chapter of Genesis implies that being 
in reality is good. I am not suggesting that Anselm is falling back on Biblical 
authority for his premise; rather, I am suggesting that it is part of his cultural 
background to think that it is good to be in reality. Furthermore, that premise 
(15) is implicit in a great many of the judgments people, both then and now, 
make about many, many issues: becoming and becoming extinct; living and 
dying; building and destroying; etc. But this is a big question, so I will adjourn 
it for further examination in §11.1.3. 
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While Anselm does not articulate this premise (15), later on he repeatedly 
articulates a general principle which implies it. In the ‘title’ of P5, in Pu, and in 
Rio, he explicitly asserts, “God is whatever it is better to be than not to be”. If ex- 
isting in reality is, in general, good, then if that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought were to exist, it would be better than if it did not. That innocuous 
premise explains why that would be so. 

So now we have a simple answer to the question: Why should anything be 
greater if it is in reality than if it does not? The answer is: Because, if it were 
to be in reality, as can be thought, it would have an additional property which 
is good. As David Smith says, although actual existence does not trump other 
great-making ‘attributes, it does at least add to them.9 

One thing which is clear: Anselm has a lively concept of ‘being greater’. It is 
there at the heart of his formula. It is the key concept in the premises which 
drive his arguments forward. And although he gives no account of this concept 
in the Proslogion, he has quite a lot to say about it in the Reply. When we cast 
our minds back to the passages in R8 previously considered, it is clear that 
being in reality is not the only property he considers to be good, and thus rel- 
evant to something’s being greater. He suggests that there are both lesser goods 
and greater goods in the world. Then, if there is something good which has a 
beginning and an end, something which has a beginning but does not cease 
is better, and what does not have a beginning, nor an end is better still, and 
so on. Clearly, he is not according being in reality a peculiar (in both senses of 
that word) relation to greatness. He manifestly has a quite general concept of 
what makes something greater than another, namely, having some additional 
property which is good. 

So how should that general concept be expressed? Giinther Eder and Esther 
Ramharter propose a formal reconstruction of Anselm’s Argument in which 
they introduce a definition of the ‘Greater Than’ relation in order to expli- 
cate how Anselm is reasoning.’ This definition needs some tweaking to ren- 
der it plausible, but once amended, it does then have the virtue of rendering 
Anselm’s reasoning not only valid, but also transparently cogent. It therefore 
has a strong claim to have solved the puzzle which has plagued commenta- 
tors for centuries: Why would that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
be greater if it were in reality than if it were not? 

These authors propose that what makes x greater than y is something very 
simple: x is greater if it has more properties of a certain sort than y. They com- 
ment “apparently any class of properties can be consistently assumed to be 


9 Smith (2014), p. 93. 
10 —- Eder & Ramharter (2015). 
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the class of properties that makes a thing greater, as long as existence in reality 
is in this class’. Well, no. Not any class of properties makes a thing greater. 
Contrary to their claim, x’s being greater than y is not just a matter of x's simply 
having more properties than y. In the light of Anselm’s explanation in R8, what 
he compares with respect to greatness are goods. So, for x to be greater than y, 
the extra property which x has, but y lacks, has to be a property which would 
be good for them both to have. Only such a property would make x better 
than y. But there is no necessity for that additional property to be a morally 
loaded one. There are many properties which it is good to have but which have 
little or nothing to do with morality, such as having a well-functioning kidney. 

To speak of something as having ‘properties’ is to use a philosophical term of 
art. So, it is open to philosophers to stipulate how the term is to be understood 
in a given context. Accordingly, Eder & Ramharter, like many philosophers, 
take it that any predicate refers to a property, and I propose to do the same. 
Some critics might object to this use of the word “property”, but such an objec- 
tion would be nit-picking; the whole argument can be reproduced using the 
word “predicate”. 

Eder and Ramharter then restrict the relevant properties to a ‘certain class’. 
Yet this restricted class is still quite broad; it includes both essential and non- 
essential properties, as we will see. After exploring, without success, various 
attempts to formulate credible definitions of the ‘Greater Than’ relation, they 
propose a more satisfactory approach can be found in higher-order logic, 
using second-level quantifiers ranging over their proposed restricted class of 
properties. 

The suggestion that Anselm’s argument might require second-order logic 
might well raise philosophical eyebrows. That might seem, at the very least, 
to be anachronistic. But consider this: Anselm’s whole quest in the Proslogion 
has to do with the properties which are cogently and appropriately ascribable 
to God. While the symbolic systems of a modern logician were not available to 
him, it is manifest throughout his writings that he had a strong intuitive grasp 
of what constitutes sound logical reasoning.” And he does include in his argu- 
ments sentences which involve what today would be called ‘quantifying over 
properties’. 


11 ~~ Eder & Ramharter (2015), p. 2804. 

12 Afew commentators belittle Anselm’s grasp of basic logical principles. See, for instance, 
Jasper Hopkins (1978; 1986) and Nicholas Wolterstorff (1993). Having examined Anselm’s 
reasoning. closely, I find him an extraordinarily acute thinker who shows himself to 
be remarkably savvy in his accurately handling fine and valid logical distinctions and 
inferences. 
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That Anselm is thinking in this way is patently clear in the case of the ‘title’ 
and the text of Ps, in Pu, and in Rio, quoted earlier. In those passages, he re- 
peatedly says, “God is whatever is better to be than not to be”. When he says 
that, he is clearly quantifying over properties, although he did not have that 
terminology available to him. Another pertinent example is the hierarchy of 
lesser and greater goods sketched in R8. To construct an ascending scale of 
the sort he envisages, what is on a higher level must have some extra positive 
and valuable property which something on a lower level lacks, while otherwise 
having the same relevant properties. For instance, his claim that some existing 
thing which did not begin to exist is better than one which did have a begin- 
ning relies on his view that existing without beginning to exist is better than 
not existing for some prior period. But that comparison assumes that what is 
less good does not have some other property — that is, some property other 
than beginning to exist at some time — which would qualify it to rank it higher. 
If we were to try to represent that reasoning in modern formal symbolism, we 
would have to use second-order logic. So, any objection of anachronism does 
not stick. I will discuss the appropriateness of reconstructing his reasoning in 
terms of second-order logic in §11.1.4. 

So, what is the ‘certain class’ of properties which Eder and Ramharter iden- 
tify as required to reconstruct his argument? Firstly, and unsurprisingly, they 
stipulate that this class be consistent — i-e., that the properties in this class 
should not contradict each other. Secondly, in order to avoid technical incon- 
veniences, that stipulate that they be primitive.3 Then, they further stipulate 
that:!4 


... the primitive properties can be chosen in such a way that they are, for 
example, the ‘positive’ properties, leaving room for possible explications 
of ‘positiveness’ and hence, of which properties exactly make greater. 


They suggest that a first possible reconstruction of the argument is to stipulate 
that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought has every primitive, posi- 
tive property. But that would render the argument trivial; if being in reality 
is a primitive, positive property, it follows immediately that something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in reality. Rejecting this trivial version, 
they nevertheless see advantage in persisting with quantifying over these 
primitive, positive properties. 


13 Eder & Ramharter (2015), p. 2805. 
14 Eder & Ramharter (2015), p. 2810. 
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Restricting the range of properties to just those which are ‘positive’ might 
not be enough, however, to avoid difficulties. It is not clear that all positive 
properties are compatible. John Rushby suggests in a forthcoming article, for 
example, that ‘being perfectly just’ and ‘being perfectly merciful’ are mutually 
incompatible, in that the former entails delivering just the ‘right amount’ of 
punishment, while the latter may deliver less than is deserved. Anselm is aware 
that there is a problem here and devotes three chapters in the Proslogion (Pg to 
Piz) to trying to resolve it. I will discuss the issue in §13.3. 

That issue aside, Eder & Ramharter then propose that ‘being greater’ con- 
sists simply in having more properties of a certain kind. Accordingly, they de- 
fine the ‘Greater Than’ relation as follows:!5 


If Pis the class of consistent, primitive and positive properties, anything 
x is greater than anything y if, and only if, x has all the properties in the 
class P which y has, plus some additional property in P which y has not. 


As they point out, much of the Proslogion consists of arguments to the effect 
that God has a range of positive properties, but the only property Anselm is 
definite about in P2 is existence in reality. 

Eder & Ramharter believe their definition of the ‘Greater Than’ relation is 
quite plausible, but, as it stands, that is dubious. As David Smith wrote to me: 


I don’t think Anselm would have had much time for the idea that x is 
greater than y if x has more primitive and positive properties than y. 
Would id quo be greater for being extended, for example? Or is it that 
being extended is either not primitive or not positive? 


His objection is well taken; the definition as stated above needs amendment. It 
is not clear that being extended, as such, is good, although certain extensions 
(for example, a longer life) are often regarded as valuable. And we know that 
Anselm thought that existing without an end was better than existing with an 
end, and existing with neither beginning nor end was even better. But from a 
passage towards the end of Ri, it seems that existing somewhere and at some 
time ‘in its entirety’ is greater than being extended, and that existing always 
and everywhere in its entirety is greater still.16 So the various modes of exten- 
sion can be accommodated in Anselm’s hierarchy of goods. 


15 Eder & Ramharter (2015), p. 28n1. 
16 —_ will return to discuss what he means by this rather obscure notion of existing (some- 
where and at some time) ‘in its entirety’ in chapter 7. 
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I have argued above that since Anselm takes there to be a close relation 
between “greater” and “better”, the properties which figure in applications of 
the definition of ‘Greater Than’ must also be good. Accordingly, I propose to 
amend the definition cited above so that it includes as a necessary condition 
for being greater, that the additional property be good. Having found sufficient 
evidence in his texts to assure us that the suggested amendment would be ac- 
ceptable to Anselm, I reformulate the definition of ‘Greater Than’ as follows: 


(16) If Pis the class of consistent, primitive and positive properties, any- 
thing x is greater than anything y if, and only if, x has all the proper- 
ties in the class P which y has, plus some additional property in P 
which it is good to have, but which y has not. 


Adopting this amended definition has a number of advantages: 


a) It enables a plausible clarification of what Anselm was meaning when he 
wrote the comment, “which is greater”; 

b) Its formulation renders it transparently clear and plausible why Anselm 
should have thought that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
would be greater if it were to be in reality than if it were not to; 

c) Instead of the large and contested range of putative premises which com- 
mentators have tried to extract from that comment, we have a quite gen- 
eral definition which enables a comparison between two things which 
differ with respect to only one property, which is what Anselm’s text en- 
visages when he compares that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
with itself, under different possible circumstances; 

d) Itrenders unnecessary all those proposed premises asserting that existing 
is a ‘perfection’, or a ‘great-making’ property, however that is expressed. 

e) The additional premise needed is simple and plausible, and one Anselm 
would have endorsed. 


5.2 Being in Reality 


Having found a clear, simple and plausible explanation of why this thing would 
be greater if it were in reality than if it were not, we still need to examine how 
he uses that concept to prove that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought is in reality. 

Eder & Ramharter remark that their reconstruction would better reflect 
the way Anselm is reasoning, if they also adopted a second definition. As we 


THE FIRST STAGE: BEING IN REALITY 115 


saw earlier, Anselm's intention is to compare the one thing, that-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought, under two different conditions. That is, the in- 
stance of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought which can be 
thought to be in reality, according to (14), has to be the same as the instance 
of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought which supposition 
(g) asserts is not in reality. But according to Leibniz’s Law of the Identity of 
Indiscernibles, that is not possible. That Law states that x and y are identical, 
if, and only if, they have all of their properties in common. Yet both the original 
and the amended version of the definition of “greater than’, plus Leibniz’s Law, 
implies that if x has some property which y does not, x cannot be the same as y. 

Eder & Ramharter propose a second definition to overcome this problem. 
They recognize that their definition of “Greater Than” does not yet reflect the 
fact that Anselm is comparing something with itself, but under different sup- 
positions. That deficiency can be overcome by imposing certain restrictions on 
Leibniz’s Law. Therefore, they propose a modification of Leibniz’s Law which 
recognizes that certain properties are not essential to the identity of some- 
thing. They call this second definition, ‘Quasi-Identity’, a name I find infelici- 
tous. “Quasi” has a pejorative nuance; it means “pseudo’, or “apparently, but 
not really”. I therefore propose to rename their principle, ‘Essential Identity’, 
which has the advantage of being a more accurate description. 

With that new name, the idea behind their definition is that x and y are es- 
sentially identical just in case they share all properties except for those which 
are ‘non-essential. They explain that by an ‘essential’ property they simply 
mean “a property such that if you ‘take away’ this property from an individual, 
it is no longer the same individual”.” To state this definition more precisely, 
they introduce a sub-set D of the domain of consistent, primitive, positive 
properties, P. The members of D are those properties which are not essential 
to the identity of anything. They are, in fact, those properties described by 
those predicates which are not Kant’s ‘real predicates’. Given such a set of non- 
essential properties, Essential Identity is defined as follows:!® 


17 Eder & Ramharter (2015), p. 2812. 

18 Eder & Ramharter (2015), p. 2811. “Modulo” is a term imported into second-order logic 
from mathematics, where it is frequently used to set aside exceptions. In general, to say: 
“A is the same as B, modulo C” means “A and B are the same except for differences ac- 
counted for, or explained by, C’. Given such a set of non-essential properties D, we may 
define x to be essentially-identical to y, modulo the properties in D; in short, x =,m y. An 
everyday example of this procedure is expressing the time of day not as “15:30 hours’, but 
as “3:30 pm’, setting aside the first 12 hours of the day. 


116 CHAPTER 5 


x is essentially-identical to y, modulo the properties in D, if and only if, for 
all consistent, primitive, and positive properties F, if F is not in the sub- 
set of non-essential properties D, then x and y have the same properties. 


For the purpose of tracing through Anselm’s reasoning, this is quite adequate. 
But we will later see that if it were slightly strengthened a surprising, but 
highly significant, consequence could also be validly deduced. So, I propose 
that in this reconstruction the one-way implication expressed above by “if F 
is not in the sub-set of non-essential properties D, then x and y have the same 
properties” be strengthened into a two-way implication, that is, that the two 
clauses be equivalent in truth-value. I cannot think of any reason why this 
amendment should not be accepted. This yields the following definition of 
Essential Identity: 


(17) xis essentially-identical to y, modulo the properties in the sub-set of 
non-essential properties in D, if and only if, for all consistent, primi- 
tive, and positive properties F, x and y have the same properties F if 
and only if F is not in the sub-set of non-essential properties D. 


As we will see, this definition overcomes the problem of how to apply the defi- 
nition of “greater than” to Anselm’s comparison of that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought with itself: It does so in a way more faithful to Anselm’s text 
than Robert Adams’ importing the notion of ‘magnitudes’ to facilitate this 
comparison, nor is it so contrived.!9 Both this amended definition, and the 
amended definition of “Greater Than’, now appear transparent and intuitively 
acceptable. 

With this definition in hand, we can restate those inferences which were 
proving troublesome. Recall that because Anselm is wondering whether any- 
thing of such a nature exists, he has assumed, for the sake of his argument, 
that: 


(9) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is not in reality. 
He then argues that it can be thought to be in reality. We noted in §5.1 a po- 


tential difficulty with this comparison: that it seems perverse of Anselm to 
suppose that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is not in reality, but 


19 The proposal by Robert Adams (1971) to introduce the concept of a magnitude for this 
purpose was mentioned in §4.3. 
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then to argue for certain consequences which follow from supposing that it 
is in reality. The definition of Essential Identity ensures that this difficulty 
does not arise. We can now reformulate (14) so as to remove any appearance 
that Anselm is entertaining contradictory thoughts. That is, we do not need 
to interpret Anselm as asserting that this same thing both is not in reality 
and is in reality. Rather, given (9), his proposition (14) can be plausibly inter- 
preted as asserting that if something is in the understanding, but not in real- 
ity, then it is possible to think of something which is essentially the same as 
the former, except for just one difference: that, unlike the former, the latter is 
in reality. 

Now, the two propositions “x is F” and “Something y is identical to x, and y 
is F’ are logically equivalent. So, invoking the concept of essential identity, the 
proposition (14) is equivalent to: 


(18) If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the under- 
standing, but not in reality, it can be thought that something essen- 
tially identical to it is in reality. 


Re-stating Anselm’s proposition (14) as (18) preserves the basic point he is mak- 
ing, but now the potential contradiction does not arise. We can compare that- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought with something essentially identical 
to itself, but with the difference that the former is supposed not to be in reality, 
and the latter is thought to be in reality. That is all this argument needs. 

Since the thought reported in (18) says that something essentially identi- 
cal to that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in reality, we need a 
way to deduce some consequences from (18). So, we must, as Anselm did at 
the beginning of this second phase of his argument, introduce an assumption 
which mirrors (18), but has as its subject a typical exemplar of that something 
which is essentially identical to that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 
At this point, this complex reasoning will become easier to follow if we in- 
troduce some abbreviations. Otherwise, we will be developing the argument 
in terms of “that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought” and “that-which 
is essentially-identical-to-that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought”. That 
would be far too cumbersome. Let us call that-than-which-a-greater-can- 
not-be-thought, mentioned in (8) and (9), “a”. And let us call that-which-is- 
essentially-identical-to-a, “b”. Then the requisite assumption says: 


(19) It can be thought that 6 is essentially identical to a, and that 0 is in 
reality. 
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Now we have two individuals which we can compare quite straightforwardly: a 
and b. So, we can substitute them for y and x, respectively, in the definition of 
Essential Identity (17). Doing so produces the following: 


(20) bis essentially identical to a, modulo the properties in D, if, and only 
if, for all consistent, primitive, and positive properties F, 6 and a 
have the same properties if and only if Fis not in the sub-set of non- 
essential properties D. 


Although we have found reasons to amend their definitions somewhat, Eder 
and Ramharter have made two significant contributions to the enterprise of 
Anselmian studies.2° Instead of the array of ad hoc assumptions various com- 
mentators have claimed that Anselm is relying upon, neither of these two 
definitions is ad hoc, since they both are quite general in nature, and are apt 
to be applied in other contexts than just this argument. They are genuinely 
‘background principles’. 

Further, we now have an explanation of why something might be greater 
than another (or than itself in different circumstances) which is quite straight- 
forward and not question-begging. It is simply a matter of the former having 
some property which makes it better than the latter, which lacks that property. 
Furthermore, the definition of Essential Identity is a reasonable modification 
of Leibniz’s Law. Things have lots of ‘accidental’ properties, which are often 
irrelevant to identifying the particular individuals they are. That is especially 
true of relational properties. Moreover, although this definition is based on a 
distinction between essential and non-essential properties, it need not com- 
mit us to a full-blown medieval-style doctrine of essences. All it requires is an 
intuitively acceptable distinction between those properties which determine 
what something is (i.e., Kant’s ‘determining’, that is, ‘real’ predicates) and those 
which are not apt for that function. 

This explication of an ‘essential’ property is simply another way of identify- 
ing what I called an ‘intrinsic’ property when discussing Descartes’ ontological 
argument. To relate the point to Anselm’s reasoning, something which ‘is in the 
understanding’ is the same thing as something which is in reality’ if and only if 
being in reality is a non-essential, extrinsic property. Anselm’s argument needs 
that precise principle. It is necessary for its logic that the entity which can be 
thought to be in reality, and therefore greater, is nevertheless the same entity 


20 Unfortunately, other aspects of their formal reconstruction of Anselm’s P2 argument are 
not so plausible, nor faithful to his text. The appropriate context to consider those issues 
will be in §11.1, where I will be discussing what kind of proof has Anselm’s constructed. 
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as that which is ‘in the understanding’, with the same determining properties — 
that is, they have the same properties described by ‘real’ predicates, in Kant’s 
sense. Provided being in reality is a non-essential property, Anselm’s reasoning 
satisfies that requirement. 

One of the standard criticisms of Anselm’s argument is its treating existence 
as a property. What gives force to that objection is thinking of properties as 
those features of something which make it that kind of thing it is. That is pre- 
cisely what Kant was getting at when he insisted that existence is not a ‘real 
predicate’. But Anselm’s argument requires existence to be property in only a 
minimal sense. There are many predicates which are not ‘real predicates’; for 
example, most relational predicates which merely locate where something is. 
If we understand the word “property” quite minimally, as whatever may be 
said to be true of something, by the use of a well-formed predicate, there is no 
good reason why existence should not be allowed to be called a property in this 
minimal sense.! 

I should add that this definition of Essential Identity is not absolutely nec- 
essary to exhibit the character and validity of Anselm’s argument. It would be 
possible to represent the circumstance of something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought being in reality using the same letter “a” as in the circum- 
stance of its not being in reality. But then the derivation of the conclusion 
would include a line which asserted that “a is greater than a’, and another 
which stated that “a is in reality, and a is not in reality”. The former of these 
is inelegant, and the latter is an outright contradiction. Although that con- 
tradiction is not the one Anselm uses for his reductio ad absurdum, its occur- 
ring in the deduction could well be regarded as seriously problematic. It is a 
theorem of the standard modern propositional calculus that a contradiction 
implies any proposition whatsoever. As a colleague said to me over 40 years 
ago, “Surely, Anselm’s argument does not turn on the paradox of material (or 
even strict) implication!” It doesn’t, but it would be good to avoid any appear- 
ance that it might. The proposed definition of Essential Identity prevents those 
problems of presentation from arising. 

The next step in reconstructing Anselm's reasoning is to suppose that the 
thought expressed at (19) is actually true. That enables consequences to be 
inferred and is an acceptable tactic so long as that supposition is discharged 
before the argument is finished. So, Anselm supposes that: 


21 Even those critics who insist that the only proper way of asserting existence is by the 
use of the so-called ‘existential quantifier’ (4x)(Fx) have to allow that (&£x)(a=x) is a valid 
way of expressing “a exists”. This reconstruction of Anselm’s Argument requires that “is in 
reality” be a property only in as minimal a sense as that. 
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(21) bis essentially identical to a, modulo the properties in D, and 6 is in 
reality. 


Since (21) is a conjunction, it will be useful to assert the two conjuncts sepa- 
rately. That is: 


(22) bis essentially identical to a, modulo the properties in D. 
(23) 6 is in reality. 


Since a and 0 are each instances of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought, but under different conditions, it follows from (23) and the as- 
sumption (9) that: 


(24) 6 is in reality, and a is not in reality. 


This is a very significant proposition, because it has a direct bearing on what 
we can glean from the implication (20) of the definition of Essential Identity 
(17). Without that definition, we could not say that 6 is identical to a, since (24) 
says that 6 has a property which a has not. The definition provides a way of 
dealing with that potential problem. For if b is essentially identical to a, as (22) 
says, (20) implies the following: 


(25) 6 anda have the same consistent, primitive, and positive properties 
F, if and only if Fis not in the sub-set of non-essential properties D. 


Now (24) has identified an exception to 6 and a having the same properties. 
There is one property which a and b do not have in common: being in reality. 
So, b and a do not have all the same properties. This is where the definition of 
Essential Identity proves so useful, for it permits us to set aside the one excep- 
tion, being in reality, and still affirm that 6 and a are essentially identical. So, 
substituting “being in reality” for “F” in (25), it has been established that: 


(26) 6 anda have the same consistent, primitive, and positive properties 
if and only if being in reality is not a non-essential property. 


Because (24) is true, it follows from (24) and (26) that: 


(27) Being in reality is a non-essential property. 
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The derivation of (27) enables (22) to be restated so that it no longer appears to 
be inconsistent with (24). For (22) permits the non-essential property of being 
in reality to be set aside. (22) can now be re-expressed as: 


(28) Setting aside the non-essential property of being in reality, 5 is es- 
sentially identical to a. 


And that implies, likewise: 


(29) Setting aside the non-essential property of being in reality, 6 has all 
the consistent, primitive, and positive properties which a has. 


These manoeuvres might seem needlessly complicated, but they are required 
by the way Anselm has constructed his argument, by supposing that that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is not in reality, and then arguing that, 
nevertheless it can be thought to be in reality. So significant are these conclu- 
sions that we will discuss this strategy at some length in the next section. 
With (28) and (29) established, we can now proceed. For (29) satisfies one 
of the criteria prescribed by the definition of ‘Greater Than’, which was intro- 
duced in the previous section at line (16). So, the stage is now set to apply that 


«ay «an 


definition to a and b. Substituting “b” for “x’, and “a” for “y’, in (16) yields: 


(30) If P is the class of consistent, primitive and positive properties, 6 is 
greater than a if, and only if, b has all the properties in the class P 
which a has, plus some additional property in P which it is good to 
have, but which a has not. 


We can soon derive the other condition. Since according to (28), 6 is essentially 
identical to a, they have the same essential properties. But it has now been 
shown that 6 has an additional non-essential property which a lacks, namely, 
being in reality. At this point, we are able to conjoin the premise (15) to (24), 
which yields: 

(31) 6is in reality, and a is not in reality, and to be in reality is good. 


Generalizing the property of ‘being in reality’ in (31), it follows from (31) that: 


(32) 6 has some property which it is good to have, but which a does not. 
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This proposition (32) allows us to affirm the other condition required by the 
definition of ‘Greater Than’. Thus, conjoining (29) and (32) delivers the right- 
hand side of that equivalence. That is: 


(33) Setting aside the non-essential property of being in reality, 6 has all 
the consistent, primitive, and positive properties which a has, and 6 
has an additional property which it is good to have, but which a has 
not. 


Therefore, from (30) and (33) it follows by modus ponens that: 
(34) 6 is greater than a. 


So, when Anselm wrote “quod maius est [which is greater]’, he was anticipat- 
ing this consequence (34). That clause is not a disguised premise; it is a conse- 
quence of supposing that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
is not in reality, but what is essentially identical to something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought, namely, db, is in reality, and that to be in reality 
is good. 

Following Anselm’s reasoning, since (34) has proven that 6 is greater than 
a, it follows that being greater than a is true of something, That is, by general- 
izing, it follows from (34) that: 


(35) Something is greater than a. 


At this point, Anselm makes a number of interesting inferential moves. Firstly, 
he needs to discharge the assumption (21), that b is essentially identical to a, 
modulo the properties in D, and bd is in reality. Since (35) has been deduced 
from that assumption (21), he can discharge that assumption by invoking the 
inferential rule now known as conditional proof. Therefore, it follows that: 


(36) If 5 is essentially identical to a, modulo the properties in D, and 6 is 
in reality, then something is greater than a. 
Next, Anselm invokes his Conceivability Rule in an extended form. Suppose “p” 
implies “gq”. Applying that rule, it follows from “p” that “It can be thought that 
“p’. And from “gq” it follows that “It can be thought that q”. So it is valid to infer 
from “If p then q” that “If it can be thought that p, then it can be thought that 
q’. Applying the extended rule to (36) yields: 
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(37) If it can be thought that b is essentially identical to a, modulo the 
properties in D, and that 6 is in reality, then it can be thought that 
something is greater than a. 


But at (19) it was assumed that it can be thought that 6 is essentially identical to 
a, and that 6 is in reality. So, from (19) and (37) it follows that: 


(38) It can be thought that something is greater than a. 


Now (38) contains no reference to 6, and the assumption (21) that 6 is essen- 
tially identical to a, modulo the properties in D, and 6 is in reality has already 
been discharged by the use of conditional proof to derive (36). So, the only 
proposition which mentions b and remains in play is (19), which introduced 
b into the argument as an arbitrary instance of the ‘something’ mentioned in 
(18). So, (38) can be re-asserted in an equivalent conclusion as following validly 
from (18). So, we can re-assert that conclusion: 


(39) It can be thought that something is greater than a. 


While (39) says the same as (38), there is this difference: (38) is dependent on 
a set of propositions which includes the assumption (19), whereas the rule for 
deducing a conclusion from a premise whose subject is “something” has been 
applied to (38) so that what it says has become dependent on (18) instead of 
on (19). So, (39) is now dependent on a different set of propositions — namely, 
(8), (9), (11), (13) and (15), plus the two definitions (16), and (17) which were also 
involved in deducing (39). 

Since a is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, what the deduc- 
tion of (39) has shown is that something can be thought to be greater than 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be thought. Since that problematic conse- 
quence has been deduced from a set of propositions which include the as- 
sumption (9), we can make that dependence explicit by again invoking the 
rule of conditional proof. Therefore: 


(40) If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is not in reality, 
then it can be thought that something is greater than that same 
thing than which a greater cannot be thought [i.e., a]. 


We saw at the beginning of this chapter that Anselm announces that he is going 
to prove that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought cannot be only in 
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the understanding. Now (40) has been deduced from a set of premises which 
includes (8). And at line (g) the proposition that that-than-which-a-greater-can- 
not-be-thought is only in the understanding was inferred by conjoining (8) and 
(g). So, by conditional proof, it follows from (8) and (40) that: 


(41) If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the under- 
standing, but not in reality [ie., if it is only in the understanding], 
then it can be thought that something is greater than that same 
thing than which a greater cannot be thought. 


By deducing (41), it is evident that our deductions have reconstructed the train 
of reasoning which led Anselm to write in P2 at this point: 


If therefore that than which a greater cannot be thought is only in the 
understanding, that same thing than which a greater cannot be thought 
is that than which a greater can be thought. 


This outcome provides strong confirmation that we have been interpreting his 
P2 argument correctly. He then comments rightly, “But this certainly cannot 
be.” Of course, what cannot be is the consequent in proposition (41). That is: 


(42) It is not possible that it can be thought that something is greater 
than that same thing than which a greater cannot be thought 
[i.e., a]. 


Given that the impossibility asserted in (42) is a logical truth, there is no avoid- 
ing the consequence that it follows from (40) and (41). by the inferential rule 
of modus tollens, that: 


(43) It is not true that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is 
in the understanding, but is not in reality. 


But since (8) says that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the 
understanding, from (8) and (43) the falsity of (43) must be due to its second 
conjunct: that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is not in reality. 
So, it follows that: 


(44) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in reality. 


Conjoining (8) and (44) yields: 
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(45) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is both in the under- 
standing and in reality. 


Now (45) can be generalized to remove all reference to this arbitrary individual, 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, which we named “a” for short. 
Doing so yields the proposition which Anselm has been seeking to prove: 


(46) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is both in the 
understanding and in reality. 


Now, the conclusion (46) does not mention that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought (i-e., a). And it has been deduced from propositions (8), (11), and 
(15), plus the two definitions. Of those only (8) mentions that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought. Therefore, it is valid to discharge the assumption 
(8), and instead infer that the conclusion (46) follows from the proposition 
(7*), which we deduced in the first phase of this argument, in § 4.9: 


Some specific thing than which nothing greater cannot be thought is in 
the understanding. 


Therefore, it is valid to again conclude (46) as inferred not from (8), but from 
(7*), which was in turn inferred from (i), (ii), (iv), and (vi): 


(47) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is both in the 
understanding and in reality. 


So, there we have Anselm’s P2 argument! Premises (i), (ii), and (v) suffice to es- 
tablish that some-specific-thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in 
the understanding, and (11) and (15), plus the two definitions, suffice to estab- 
lish that it is also in reality. We have seen that since he is entitled to claim more 
assuredly than he could in the case of the Fool that a specific something is in 
his own understanding, he can proceed with the proposition that this ‘some- 
thing’ is in the understanding. And since (vii) — that is, (7*) — is more specific 
than (7), Anselm can also refer to (7) and render it specific, as having in his own 
understanding the same subject as his own (vii), like Jill did with Jack’s state- 
ment about ‘a plumber’ That is enough to satisfy his dialectical engagement 
with the Fool. 
This argument is valid. It depends only on two factual premises: 


(i) | Anselm says, “We believe You to be something than which nothing 
greater can be thought’. 
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(ii) When Anselm says, “We believe You to be something than which 
nothing greater can be thought’, he understands what he says. 


And one other implicit premise: 
(15) To be in reality is good. 
plus four logical truths: 


(iv) When Anselm understands that God is believed to be something 
than which nothing greater can be thought, he understands that 
some specific thing is believed to be something than which nothing 
greater can be thought. 

(vi) Whatever is understood is in the understanding. 

(u) If what is thought of and understood is the thing itself, then it is 
possible that it exists. 

(43) It is not possible that it can be thought that something is greater 
than that same thing than which a greater cannot be thought. 


plus the two definitions (13) and (14), and his Conceivability Rule. 

In our reconstruction, the conclusion (47) is what follows validly from that 
set of propositions. But in P2 Anselm takes one more step. Instead of being 
content at having deduced (47), he expresses his conclusion by introducing a 
verb which has not featured hitherto in the argument, namely “exsistere”. What 
he writes is: 


Existit ergo procul dubio aliquid quo mauis cogitarinon valet et in intellectu 
et inre 


Since the English verb “exists” is derived from that Latin word “existit’, it is not 
surprising that the sentence is repeatedly translated as: 


There exists, therefore, without doubt, something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought, both in the understanding and in reality. 


If that is what Anselm means, he would be declaring that this something ex- 
ists in the understanding. But in §4.5, I argued against translating “est in re” 
as “exists in the understanding’, to avoid giving the impression that Anselm 
was presuming that objects of thought are insubstantial entities which have 
an ethereal presence in mental space. As my colleague, Brian Garrett, has 
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protested, what ‘exists in the understanding’, if anything, are concepts. While 
we can think of a tiger, tigers exist in jungles and zoos, not in the understand- 
ing. I have insisted that to say that something is ‘in the understanding’ is simply 
an idiom, like ‘being in mind’, meaning that something is being thought of. 
The standard English translations, however, unfortunately make it seem that 
Anselm is now implying something much stronger. 

However, it is unlikely that he has inadvertently made such an unfortunate 
mistake. His reasoning has been too finely crafted elsewhere for that to be cred- 
ible. Moreover, it required a deliberate step to conjoin (8) and (44) in order to 
infer (46). Rather than his making a mistake, the translators have been misled 
by the similarity of his verb to its English derivative, “exists”. 

I submit that all the standard translators have been misled by the fact that 
“existit” has come into English as “exists”. But that is not what Anselm means. 
We saw in §4.5 that the verb “existit” is a variant of the verb “exsistere’, which 
means “to step forth, to appear’, and thus “to emerge’, and “to prove to be”. 
That verb is derived from “ex [out]” and “sistere [to cause to stand]”. While the 
English derivative “exist” has lost the sense of being ‘out’, Anselm’s use of it 
shows that, in uth century Latin, that verb still retained the nuance of being 
caused to stand out. What Anselm is saying is that (47) has emerged out of his 
reasoning. So, the sentence is better translated as: 


(48) Therefore, there is proven, beyond doubt, to be something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, both in the understanding and 
in reality. 


So, Anselm is not inferring an unjustified implication from (47). On the con- 
trary, (48) is an emphatic reiteration of (47). By prefacing his conclusion (47) 
with the phrase, “Therefore, there is proven, beyond doubt, to be ...” Anselm is 
re-asserting that same conclusion more strongly than he could with a plain “est 
[exists]” or “est in re [is in reality]”. 

Just as we sometimes emphasize the truth of a statement by saying, “It is 
true that ...”, I submit that Anselm here is emphasizing that, in this special 
case, what is being thought of has been proven to be in reality. Uniquely here, 
what is being thought of entails its own existence. And so, when he writes (48), 
he is not suddenly and unjustifiably conferring some peculiar ontological sta- 
tus on mental entities which somehow have two distinct modes of existence. 
On the contrary, he is emphatically declaring that here, in this one case, what 
is being thought of — what is ‘in the understanding’ — has been proven to be 
identical with what is in reality. 
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I said above that I would call Kant as a witness for the defence of Anselm’s 
Argument, not for the prosecution. It is time to call him to take the stand. 

What did Kant mean by saying that “exists” is not a ‘real’ predicate??? This 
thesis lies at the heart of his chapter devoted to a refutation of what he named 
‘the ontological argument; a name which has stuck. His text makes clear that 
his targets are the arguments for the existence of God advanced by Descartes 
and Leibniz. Let us now examine his testimony, and its relevance to Anselm’s 
reasoning. 

Firstly, to interpret this thesis as denying that “exists” functions logically as 
a genuine predicate, as some critics of Anselm’s Argument do, is seriously to 
misunderstand Kant's position. If Kant had meant that, his position would suf- 
fer the misfortune of being self-contradictory! For he could not have also main- 
tained, in the very same passage, that all existential judgements are ‘synthetic’, 
since he defines ‘synthetic’ judgements as those in which the predicate is not 
included in the concept of the subject. 

As I have argued elsewhere,?? Kant explains quite clearly what he means 
when he says that “being” is not a ‘real predicate’:?4 


Aber die Bestimmung ist ein Prddikat, welches tiber den Begriff des Subjekts 
hinzukommt und ihn vergréfert. Sie muf also nicht in ihm schon enthalten 
sein. Sein ist offenbar kein reales Prddikat, d.i. ein Begriff von irgend etwas, 
was zu dem Begriffe eines Dinges hinzukommen kénnte. Es ist blofs die 
Position eines Dinges, oder gewisser Bestimmungen an sich selbst. 


But the determination is a predicate which is added to the concept of the 
subject and enlarges it. So, it must not be already contained in it. “Being” 
is obviously not a real predicate; that is, it is not a concept of something 
which could be added to the concept of a thing. It is merely the positing 
of a thing, or of certain determinations, as existing in themselves. 


The reason why “being” is not a ‘real’ predicate is because asserting it of some 
subject does not add any extra determination to the concept of that subject. 


22 I introduce Kant’s thesis this way, because that is the way his thesis is usually cited. 
Strictly speaking, as can be seen in the quote below, what Kant wrote is that “Sein [to be, 
or Being]” is not a real predicate. 

23 Campbell (1974) and (1976). 

24  Thecontext is Critique of Pure Reason, A598/B626. 
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Such an assertion does provide new information — that is why Kant insists that 
existential judgements are synthetic — but if it were a ‘real’ predicate, the exist- 
ing thing would not be the same as it was conceived to be. The passage makes it 
crystal clear that what he is claiming is that “exists” is not the kind of predicate 
apt to appear in the definition of some substantial ‘thing’, of some res. 

To understand why Kant uses the word “reales” here, we need to recognize 
that, while he wrote the Critique of Pure Reason in German, his philosophical 
education was conducted in Latin. Not only was all philosophical writing in the 
European medieval period conducted in Latin, but that language continued 
to be commonly used by the philosophers from the 15th to the 18th centuries 
whom Kant was reading. The philosophical vocabulary he was familiar with 
was in Latin. For example, in the background of this chapter of his Critique 
is Descartes’ book of Meditations, published both in Latin and in French. In 
Meditation 2, Descartes claims that “I am a res cogitans” [a thinking thing]”. 
Descartes’ glosses that claim with the phrase, “res sive substantia [a thing or 
substance ]”. There can be no doubt that to be a ‘res’ is to be what the medievals 
called a ‘substantia’, a particular substantial entity with a definable nature. The 
root meaning of “res” is “thing” in this ‘thick’ sense, and that is clearly the sense 
in which Kant’s more immediate philosophical predecessors used the word. 
Those connotations are in play when Kant is arguing that, because “exists” is 
not the kind of predicate which could contribute a determination to defining 
the nature of some res, it is not a ‘reales Prddikat’. 

To delineate the nature of some res requires describing its determining 
properties. A determining property is described by a ‘reales’ predicate. But, 
Kant argues, “being [Sein]” is obviously not that kind of predicate. His basic 
reason is that, if we say that x exists, x has to be the same thing as it is under- 
stood to be; the thing which exists must be the same as what our concept of it 
describes. He writes:”5 


By whatever and by however many predicates we may think a thing — 
even if we completely determine it — we do not make the least addition 
to the thing when we declare that this thing is. 


I argued in 1976, and still maintain, that not only is Kant right about that, but 
also Anselm has every reason to agree. But that is not inconsistent with its 
being better that something good exists than that it does not exist. Indeed, 
what Kant called a ‘reales Prédikat’ is a predicate which signifies what, in the 


25 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A600/B628. 
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deduction here, has been called an ‘essential property’. And it has been de- 
duced, on line (26) that ‘existing in reality’ is a non-essential property. 

If, as Kant held, all existential judgements are synthetic, but “exists” is not a 
‘real’ predicate, what sort of predicate is it? Kant tells us that a ‘real’ predicate is 
one which is apt for determining the concept of what something is, and “a de- 
termining predicate” is, as we saw above, one “which is added to the concept of 
the subject and enlarges it’,?® as we saw above. If I were to say that “Kant’s book 
was the first major philosophical book to be written in German’, the predicate 
‘enlarges’ what my audience would understand just from the words “Kant’s 
book”. And because the statement is synthetic, they have learnt something 
new about this book. That predicate enlarges the concept of the subject; the 
concept of “a book written in German” is more determinate than the concept 
of something described merely as “a book”. 

Since synthetic judgements, according to him, are those where the predi- 
cate does add something to the concept of the subject, for his position to be 
intelligible, he must hold that, while the predicate “exists” adds nothing to the 
thing itself, it does add some new information, but without enlarging the thing 
itself. Only if that is what he is meaning is his position consistent. So, I under- 
stand Kant’s thesis to be that, since all existential judgements are synthetic, the 
predicate “exists” tells us something more about the subject than the concept 
of that subject contains — in that sense, it ‘adds’ some additional information — 
but it does not ‘enlarge’ the concept of what the subject is; the subject remains 
exactly the same thing. 

To make sense, Anselm’s claim in P2 likewise requires that “that-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists in reality” tells us something more than is 
contained in that characterization of that thing, whilst not enlarging it. How 
could that be? Well, it is salient that in P2 Anselm uses the expression “est in re 
[is in reality]” to argue for the existence of that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought. That is a relational predicate. Once we take serious note of this, 
it is also salient that Kant, having argued that “exists” is not a real predicate, 
likewise uses relational terms to explain what we are doing when we say of 
something which we are we are thinking of that it exists. He writes:?’ 


Though, in my concept, nothing may be lacking in the possible real con- 
tent of a thing in general, something is lacking in its relation to my whole 
state of thought.... Through its existence [the object] is thought as be- 
longing to the context of experience as a whole. In being thus connected 


26 —- Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A598/B626. My emphasis. 
27 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A600—01/B628—29. My emphasis. 


THE FIRST STAGE: BEING IN REALITY 131 


with the content of experience as a whole, the concept of the object is 
not, however, in the least enlarged. 


Graham Oppy dismisses this explanation of the function of “exists” on the 
grounds that even if no sentient beings ever existed, presumably the universe 
would still have existed. So, he says, “it just seems wrong to suppose that exis- 
tence has an essential tie to the location in the context of experience’.?® But 
Kant is not saying that existence is ‘essentially tied’ to experience. For Kant, ex- 
istence is one of twelve basic categories in terms of which the objective world 
is constituted. Rather, what he is explaining is that my thinking or asserting 
that something exists relates it “to my whole state of thought”. Oppy’s criticism 
entirely misses Kant’s point. Kant is asking: what are we doing when we think 
or assert that something exists? Although no sentient beings existed ten years 
after the Big Bang, when I say, “Electrons already existed ten years after the 
Big Bang’, I am thinking or asserting that electrons at that time belonged in a 
context which is continuous with the world which I, and every other sentient 
being, experience every day. I am saying that ten years after the Big Bang, there 
were electrons “in re”. 

At bottom, for Kant, when we predicate “exists” of something, we are not 
enlarging the concept of that subject; we are making a relational claim about 
it, and that is why it is not the right kind of predicate to determine what some 
res is. What we are asserting is a relational fact; we are asserting that it belongs 
in the objective domain, rather than being just a figment of the imagination. 

Anselm often uses the verb “esse [to be]” to mean “to exist”. But when, with 
the Fool’s denial of God’s existence in view, he comes to conclude that some- 
thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists, he too deliberately uses a 
relational predicate, “est in re”, thereby making explicit the relational character 
of existence-claims. Nor is his doing so idiosyncratic; when Thomas Aquinas 
came to propound his ‘five ways’ of demonstrating that God exists, he too used a 
similar relational phrase: “est in rerum natura [is in the natural world of things]”. 
If to assert that something exists is to locate it in the objective world, as these 
ways of expressing existential claims suggest, then Anselm’s — and Kant’s — 
position becomes clear. For Kant, “Sein [Being, or to be]” is not a real, or a de- 
termining, predicate because the very same thing which is thought of can be 
said to exist without altering in any way what it is, ie., what sort of thing it is 
thought, and then said, to be. For Anselm, “esse in re” likewise has to be a non- 
essential property because his argument turns on comparing something which 
is supposed not to exist to the very same thing when considered under the 


28 — Oppy (1995), P- 233- 
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supposition that it does exist. In the previous section, we saw at line (26) that it 
follows from his premises that being in reality is a non-essential property. 

The fact that both Anselm and Kant give a relational account of the role of 
these predicates explains why, for both of them, these properties are non-essen- 
tial. For, as Plato’s Socrates argued in the Meno, a thing’s relations are not con- 
stitutive of its nature: of what it is. Oy, to cite an example Kant gives, if anyone 
says, “There are 100 thalers [or 100 dollars] in my wallet’, the relational predicate 
says where those thalers are, but the sum mentioned is not thereby made any 
larger, nor different in any way. But that sentence tells me where they are; they 
are not merely in my imagination. Nevertheless, these existential statements, 
like other relational statements, do convey information about its subject which 
goes beyond how that subject is characterized; they assert where the subject 
referred to is in reality, and not solely in the understanding (as Anselm put it). 

It is crucial to Kant’s thesis — and to Anselm’s Argument — that the thing 
thought of be the same as what exists. If it is possible to think that the thing 
thought of does not exist, and if the very same thing can also be thought to exist, 
whether it exists or not cannot be essential to what it is. Assessing what fol- 
lows from those contrary suppositions is precisely what Anselm's P2 argument 
is about. Now, anything which is such that it is possible that it exists, and pos- 
sible that it does not, is a contingent being. Since their existence is contingent, 
it cannot be essential their natures, to what they are. For Anselm, of course, the 
existence of everything in the world is contingent upon God’s having created 
them. That is why he uses the phrase “est in re” when he is comparing something 
said not to exist with something which can be thought to exist. For that to be 
possible, the existence or non-existence of that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought has to be irrelevant to its identity under those different conditions. 
That that is so is manifest in how Anselm expresses his argument. 

So, far from Kant’s testimony demolishing Anselm’s case, it demolishes the 
prosecution’s case! The critics who invoke that thesis in order to refute Anselm’s 
P2 argument both radically misunderstand the thesis they cite and are relying 
on a thesis which in fact implies the very opposite of what they are claiming.?9 


5.4 Existing Necessarily 


But that is not all! The deduction of Anselm’s conclusion depends on a course 
of reasoning which entailed that existing in reality is a non-essential property. 


29 David Smith is a notable exception amongst commentators, since he too argues that 
“‘Anselm’s argument itself requires that exists not be a real predicate in Kant’s sense” 
(2014:176). 
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That was deduced at line (27), and was crucial to proving that 6 is greater than 
a. That a does not exist in reality was the assumption (9), which entailed a 
contradiction. Since (9) was subsequently negated, it followed that (44) is true; 
a (i.e., that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought) does exist in reality, after 
all. It follows therefore that both a and 6 exist in reality. No longer is being in 
reality an exception to the equivalence of a’s properties and b’s properties. 

This is what led me to propose a strengthening of Eder and Ramharter’s 
definition of Quasi-Identity by changing the second “if ...” clause to “if and only 
if”, so that it becomes: 


(17) xis essentially-identical to y, modulo the properties in the sub-set of 
non-essential properties in D, if and only if, for all consistent, primi- 
tive, and positive properties F, then x and y have the same properties 
F if and only if F is not in the sub-set of non-essential properties D. 


Once the assumption (9) has been shown to be false, it follows, in this particu- 
lar case, that being in reality is no longer one of the non-essential properties in 
the domain D. So, given the essential identity of a and b, and the equivalence 
of “a is in reality” and “d is in reality’, it follows from (17) that: 


Being in reality is an essential property of that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought. 


We have deduced that from the conclusion of Anselm's P2 argument (47). So, 
the following is true: 


If something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists both in the 
understanding and in reality, then existing in reality is one of its essential 
properties. 


This conclusion comes as quite a surprise. How can it be that the deduction in 
Anselm's argument requires that “being in reality” be a non-essential property 
of that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, but its conclusion entails 
that existence is an essential property of something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought? Quite simply: the argument is based on an assumption 
which requires treating being in reality as a non-essential property, but which 
turns out, as a result of that very assumption, to be demonstrably false. Once 
that assumption is negated, the justification for regarding being in reality as 
a non-essential property disappears, in this one special case. The surprising 
result is that an argument which exemplifies Kant’s thesis itself ultimately 
also proves that there is a valid exception to that thesis. As our examination of 
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Anselm’s reasoning proceeds, it will become clear that he has discovered a for- 
mula which not only proves that it refers to something real, but it also proves 
that it is unique in that regard. But we are yet to arrive at that point. 

If being in reality is an essential property of something-than-which-a-great- 
er-cannot-be-thought, it should be possible to prove that it exists necessarily. 
And it can. Anselm’s text contains the following sub-conclusion at line (41): 


Therefore, if that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the un- 
derstanding, but not in reality [i-e., if it is only in the understanding] then 
that same thing than which a greater cannot be thought is [something] 
than which a greater can be thought. 


He then comments, “But certainly this is not possible”. Since the antecedent 
of this conditional proposition implies that impossibility, his response is to 
negate that antecedent. From that it follows that something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought is in reality. 

However, he could have drawn a stronger conclusion. The proposition (41) 
was inferred from line (40). So, let us repeat the proposition deduced at line 
(40) above: 


(49) If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is not in reality, 
then it can be thought that something is greater than that same 
thing than which a greater cannot be thought [i.e., a]. 
It is a universally recognized rule in modal logic that if some proposition “p” 
implies “q’, then “it is possible that p” implies “it is possible that q’. Anselm 
clearly knew that this inference is valid, because his arguments in both Stages 
One and Two call upon it. Applying it to (49), it follows that: 


(50) If it is possible that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is 
not in reality, then it is possible that it can be thought that some- 
thing is greater than that same thing than which a greater cannot 
be thought [i.e., a]. 


But, as Anselm says, “But certainly that is not possible”. That statement is itself 
a logical truth. Logical truths can be asserted independently of the premises of 
any particular argument. So, the following is unconditionally true: 


(51) It is not possible that it can be thought that something is greater 
than that same thing than which a greater cannot be thought [i-e., a]. 
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So, it follows from (50) and (51) by modus tollens that: 


(52) It is not possible that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
is not in reality. 


Since “not possible ... not” is equivalent to “necessary”, (52) is equivalent to: 


(53) It is necessary that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is 
in reality. 


And generalizing, from (53) it follows that: 


(54) It is necessary that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is in reality 


Now the deduction of (54) depends upon the assumption (8), which intro- 
duced “that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought”. But it does not depend 
on any other premise which mentions “that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought”, nor is that thing mentioned in (54) itself. So, it is valid to re-state (54) 
as dependent on (7*). That is: 


(55) It is necessary that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is in reality. 


(55) has been validly deduced from (7*), so it is dependent on those premises 
upon which (7*) depends. So, (55) is dependent upon the two facts and the two 
premises from the first phase, that is, (i), (ii), (iv), and (vi) and on Anselm's new 
premise in the second phase: (15), the two definitions: (16) and (17) and the four 
logical truths mentioned above. 


Was Anselm aware that his P2 conclusion was not only true, but also neces- 
sary? There is evidence which indicates that he did. Firstly, in Stage Two, as we 
will see in §7.3, the same logic is manifest in his deducing the conclusion of 
Stage Two, and explains his use of the subjunctive in the conclusion of Stage 
Two: 


Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought so truly exists that 
it could not be thought not to exist [non possit non esse]. 
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That follows from its being not possible that this something can be thought 
not to exist. Since that same logic justifies Anselm’s deliberate use of “possit 
[could]” in his Stage Two conclusion, it is not credible that he was unaware 
that his Stage One conclusion was also necessarily true, for the logic is the 
same in both cases. 

Furthermore, there are two other conclusive pieces of evidence indicating 
that Anselm was well aware that the existence in reality of something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is necessary. The first is found in Reply 1. 
Responding to Gaunilo’s questioning the cogency of his argument, Anselm re- 
states his Stage One argument somewhat differently, and concludes: 


Therefore, if it can at any rate be thought, [something] than which a 
greater cannot be thought cannot not exist. 


That is, it necessarily exists. I will examine this Ri argument in §10.1. 

Secondly, in Reply 9, Anselm develops an argument one of whose premises 
is “What cannot not exist can be thought and understood” and applies that 
to someone who is thinking of “[something |-than-which -a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought”, in order to conclude “it is necessary that what he is thinking of exists”. 
I will examine this Rg argument in §10.5 and will adapt it for another purpose 
in the next chapter. 

So, it is clear that Anselm did understand that his conclusion in P2 is neces- 
sarily true. For that reason, I will propose in §7.6 that, in part, what justifies 
Anselm’s inserting “so truly” into his conclusion is the fact that it is demon- 
strable that the conclusions of both Stages One and Two are necessarily true. 

It is important not to misunderstand the status of this conclusion. The logic 
here is subtle. Since the necessity of Anselm's conclusion follows from its nega- 
tion being impossible, and that impossibility is a logical impossibility, it might 
be argued that Anselm’s conclusion is a logically necessary truth. That, however 
cannot be correct. While this necessary truth follows from Anselm’s negating 
the contradiction he has deduced at line (41) — which is a move justified purely 
by logic — that contradiction itself had been deduced from factual statements 
about what Anselm has said and the Fool has heard. Those factual statements 
are not logically necessary truths; they are empirically-grounded, contingent 
propositions. Therefore, neither is his conclusion a logically necessary truth. 
Having been deduced from a contingent premise, Anselm’s conclusion cannot 
be a logically necessary proposition; at most, it is contingently necessary.°° 


30 The modern system of modal logic, Ss, is generally regarded as formalizing the concepts 
of logical possibility and necessity, and it does contain a theorem that, “if p is possibly 
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One might also ask, since this conclusion (55) is derived from the proposi- 
tion that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the under- 
standing, could not existence be demonstrated to be an essential property of 
anything which exists? Anselm’s answer to that is: No. He has not yet finished 
his Argument. By the time he is done, he will have demonstrated that there 
is only one being to which his argument can be applied. That is, there is only 
one being for whom existence is an essential property. That unique being is 
God, who is that-than-whom-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. But here, at the 
end of Stage One, Anselm is still a long way from being able to assert that. For 
all he has established so far, this something could be anything-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought, and there is nothing to determine how many exist 
in reality. 

That question raises another: Since nothing so far has excluded the possibil- 
ity that there might exist in reality any number of beings than which a greater 
cannot be thought, does it follow that it is necessary that anything than which 
a greater cannot be thought exists in reality? If so, that will become useful as 
our analysis progresses. 

The answer to this question is: Yes. Anselm’s Stage One conclusion was val- 
idly deduced at line (47) above, from: 


(44) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in reality. 


And that proposition (44) was validly deduced, using standard rules of infer- 
ence plus his own plausible Conceivability Rule, from six propositions: 


— Anselm's implicit premise (15); 

— the two definitions, (16) and (17); 

— the logical truth: If what is thought of and understood is the thing itself, 
then it is possible that it exists; 

— the logical truth: It is not possible that it can be thought that something is 
greater than that same thing than which a greater cannot be thought; 
and 

— the assumption: 


necessary then p is necessary”. So, it might be argued that Anselm’s P2 conclusion is logi- 
cally necessary after all. But my point is that that Anselm’s conclusion is contingently nec- 
essary. While the first premise is true, it is both possibly true and possibly false. And even 
when, for some p, p implies that it is necessary that p, it does not follow in S5 that if it is 
possible that p and it is possible that not p, that it is necessary that p. 
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(8) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the under- 
standing. 


But those six propositions also entail: 


(53) It is necessary that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is 
in reality. 


So, (44) and (53) can be conjoined, dependent on that same set of those six 
propositions. That is: 


(56) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in reality, and it is 
necessary that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in 
reality. 


Now, (56) is equivalent to: 


(57) It is not true that (that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
is in reality, and it is not necessary that that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought is in reality). 


And (57) is equivalent to: 


(58) If that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in reality, 
then it is necessary that it is in reality. 


Now, of the six propositions cited above, the only one which mentions that- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is (8). That assumption can be dis- 
charged by conditional proof. That is, it is equally true that: 


(59) If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the under- 
standing, then if it is also in reality, then it is necessary that it is in 
reality. 


Because the phrase “that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought” is not 
mentioned in any of four propositions on which (59) depends, it is legitimate 
to invoke the inferential rule of Universal Introduction. Doing so, it follows 
that: 


(60) If anything-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is both in the 
understanding and in reality, it is necessary that it is in reality. 
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That proposition (60) is the thesis we were hoping to prove. It will become use- 
ful when we come to Stage Two. 

One final reflection. By his Argument, Anselm has made clear what he meant 
when he wrote in the Preface “I ... began to ask myself if one argument could 
be discovered which would need no other to prove itself than itself alone ...”. 
For he has shown, by thinking carefully through the implications of his for- 
mula, that it is both in the understanding and in reality. As Eileen Sweeney has 
so aptly put it, “the Proslogion’s verbal formula guarantees its own reference”.?! 

For some critics, that is simply not possible! The very fact that Anselm’s for- 
mula proves to be existence-entailing is sufficient reason to object to Anselm’s 
use of it. Graham Oppy, for example, asserts that to use such a formula is to sup- 
pose that “is such that nothing greater can be thought” is a ‘characterizing predi- 
cate’ and no existence-entailing predicate can be a characterizing predicate.>? 

Stated as bluntly as that, the assertion that no existence-entailing predicate 
can be a characterizing predicate is question-begging and sheer dogmatism. 
It rules out Anselm’s Argument a priori, without bothering to work it through, 
and to assess its cogency carefully. It might, however, be defended by appealing 
to Kant’s thesis. If to be a ‘characterizing’ predicate is the same as being what 
Kant calls a ‘determining’ or ‘real’ predicate, “exists” cannot be a characterizing 
predicate. And, in general, Kant’s thesis is true. But once Anselm has complet- 
ed Stage Three of his Argument, he will have shown that there is one, and only 
one, exception which literally proves the rule. Anselm does need Kant’s thesis 
to argue his case; it is implicit in the definition of Essential Identity. But the 
fact that the conclusion which follows from that use is an essential property 
shows that the assumption which dialectically required the use of Kant'’s thesis 
is necessarily false. Because it is necessarily false, existing is an essential prop- 
erty of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. It follows that, in 
this quite special case, Kant’s very thesis ensures that necessarily there is an 
exception to its generality. And that there is one and only one exception to this 
thesis will emerge once Anselm has established that God’s mode of existence 
is unique. But in saying that I have run way ahead of myself; we will consider 
that issue in §8.3. 


5.5 An Alternative Premise 


As already mentioned, there is an alternative reading of the much-debated 
sentence: 


31 Sweeney (2012), 8. 
32 Oppy (1995), p. 210. 
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Si enim vel in solo intellectu est; potest cogitari esse & in re quod maius est. 


Elisabeth Anscombe has pointed out that the phrase “quod maius est” can be 
taken as the subject of the second clause in that sentence, so that it reads:33 


What is greater can be thought to be also in reality. 


One advantage she claims for reading this sentence her way is that Anselm 
would no longer be understood as invoking some general principle along the 
lines that being in reality is greater than being solely in the intellect. Thereby, 
many of the controversial issues which have dominated the secondary litera- 
ture do not arise. This alternative construal is supported on these grounds by 
Brian Davies.34 

One piece of evidence, upon which Anscombe says that she does not want 
to place too much emphasis, has to do with punctuation. Many of the copies 
of the Latin text produced in recent times place a comma between “in re” and 
“quod”. That is a modern grammatical convention used to indicate that what 
follows is a relative clause. This practice suggests that the traditional reading of 
this sentence (that discussed in §5.2 above) is the right one. But Anscombe re- 
ports that she has looked at this passage in many medieval manuscripts; none 
of them have any punctuation mark at the spot in the sentence. She also claims 
that if Anselm’s argument was a valid argument of the ‘Ontological’ class, it has 
a missing, i.e. unstated, premise: “What exists in reality is greater than if it ex- 
ists only in the mind”. She also comments that she “did not argue that Anselm's 
argument could be saved by the deletion of a comma, only that it could be so 
saved from the stupidity of an Ontological Argument”.*5 

This alternative way of reading Anselm’s crucial sentence can claim some 
support from a passage in Ri, where he says that “[something] than which a 
greater cannot be thought can only be thought to exist without a beginning”. 
On the other hand, he says, “whatever can be thought to exist and does not ac- 
tually exist can be thought to exist with a beginning’, so that “[something] than 
which a greater cannot be thought cannot be thought to exist and [yet] not 
exist”. In the light of this, Anselm might well have been claiming simply that 
if something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is solely in intellectu, 
it is possible to think of something greater, namely, something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought which exists in re and has no beginning or end. 


33. Anscombe (1985), (1993). 
34 Davies (2004). 
35 Anscombe (1993), p. 500. 
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This reading of the sentence in question has been challenged most strongly 
by Jasper Hopkins. He has found two manuscripts which do have a punctua- 
tion mark in that position. Hopkins further claims that Anscombe’s reading 
can itself be shown to be a misinterpretation. He says, “The evidence that re- 
futes her comes from Reply to Gaunilo 2, where Anselm recapitulates the dis- 
puted segment from Proslogion 2”.36 The passage reads: 


After that, I said that even if it is only in the understanding, it can also 
be thought to be also in reality which is greater. Therefore, if it is only in 
the understanding, this same thing, namely [that] than which a greater 
cannot be thought, is [something] than which a greater can be thought. I 
ask, what follows more logically? For even if it only is in the understand- 
ing, can it not also be thought to be in reality? And if it does, does not the 
one who thinks this, think of something greater than it, if it only is in the 
understanding. 


Anselm’s second rhetorical question here does seem to be suggesting that it, 
ie, some particular thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, is what 
can be thought to be also in reality. That question does not mention the pos- 
sible thought that something greater can be thought to be in reality. So, it does 
seem that the interpretation we examined in §5.1 above is more likely to be 
what Anselm meant, rather than the one Anscombe has advocated. 

It is relevant to note four points about this. Firstly, whichever reading of this 
sentence is preferred, Anselm’s inference still remains formally valid. I firmly 
believe that the interpretation we examined in §5.1 above is more likely to be 
how Anselm understood his own argument. On neither reading is the phrase 
“quod maius est” a premise, although I have suggested that a very simple one is 
in the background. But not a great deal hangs on this issue. The validity of the 
argument is not dependent upon which reading is preferred. 

Secondly, at this stage of the argument it is quite indeterminate what this 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is, other than it is some- 
thing real. Anscombe, who is one of the few commentators take seriously the 
fact that Anselm's formula is an indefinite description, points out that proving 
the existence of something which satisfies that description, so far as it goes, 
leaves open the question of “How many things fall under that description?”.3” 
That is correct; Anselm's procedure — using “that-than-which-a-greater-cannot 


36 —_ Hopkins (11986), p. 31. 
37. Anscombe (1993), p. 501. 
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be-thought” as an exemplar of his indefinite description — does not validly jus- 
tify any conclusion referring to any individual, let alone God. 

More significantly, however, it leaves quite open the identity of what falls 
under this description. It is crucial to Anselm’s argument thus far that his 
formula does not contain any sortal noun specifying which kind of thing this 
‘something’ is. For all that can be gleaned from the argument in P2, considered 
on its own, something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought might even 
be Gaunilo’s Lost Island! (We will see, once we have worked through what his 
formula entails, that it rules out any possibility of this island’s exemplifying its 
logic.) In particular, Anselm is not claiming here that something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought is God, nor that something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought is unique; that identification and that claim of uniqueness 
have to await further argumentation. At this stage, the identity of this thing 
remains an open question. 

Thirdly, Anscombe’s interpretation mistakenly takes a comment about a 
consequence to be the subject of a premise. That misrepresents the logic of the 
argument which we have seen can be faithfully reconstructed without treating 
that phrase as a premise. And because it does that, this putative premise is ut- 
terly unjustified. Why can what is greater be thought to be in reality? On this 
way of construing the text, there is no answer. On the interpretation we have 
worked through here, it is very clear why Anselm can claim that that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought would be greater if it were in reality than 
if it were not. Since existing is good, it would be greater because it would have 
this extra, good property which otherwise it would lack. 

Fourthly, Anscombe does not need to “save” Anselm’s argument in P2 “from 
the stupidity of an Ontological Argument”. For it has been demonstrated in §5.1 
above that his argument differs fundamentally from those of Descartes and 
Leibniz, and those were the paradigms of what Kant dubbed ‘the Ontological 
Argument. It was their arguments which Kant was intent upon refuting when 
he argued that “exists” cannot function as a ‘real’ predicate. We have now 
seen that, for Kant’s reasons, Anselm is not relying upon existence being a 
‘perfection’. On the contrary, the dialectical setting of the argument ensures 
that it is not treating “exists” as an essential predicate. All those commentaries, 
and all those textbooks — and now all those internet articles — which present 
Anselm’s Argument as a version of ‘the Ontological Argument’ are simply 
wrong and misleading. Anselm is a far better logician and philosopher than he 
is generally given credit for. But how Anselm’s Argument related to these para- 
digm instances of the Ontological Argument is a large question which we will 
reflect upon in Chapter 12, after we have worked our way through the whole 
text of the Proslogion. 


CHAPTER 6 


The Transition to the Second Stage: Deducing 
its Premise 


By the end of Proslogion 2, Anselm has answered his question: Is there not 
anything of such a nature? He now understands, because he has proved it, that 
beyond doubt, something of such a nature exists in reality. And although he 
believes that this nature is true of God, one of his aims in P3 is to justify that 
belief. But before he can do that, he needs to show that God, and only God, has 
such a nature. It is no help at all to invoke his beliefthat God, and only God has 
that nature, since that belief is what he does not yet understand. Therefore, 
he needs next to show that this same thing has some distinctive characteristic 
or property which anything other than God lacks. Only after he has identified 
such a characteristic can he conclude anything about God. Identifying such a 
characteristic is the task he undertakes in Stage Two of his Argument. 


6.1 Gaps in the Argument 


When we examine the text of this second stage we find a number of shifts in 
how he expresses his reasoning which he does not explain: 


(i) | While he has proved, beyond doubt, that there is something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought, both in the understanding and in reality, 
that qualification, “both in the understanding and in reality” is missing 
from the rest of his text. The first adverbial phrase “in the understanding 
[in intellectu]” does not occur again, although the phrase “can be thought” 
does occur in his formula and in all three stages. 

(ii) The second adverbial phrase “in reality [in re]” disappears completely 
from the Proslogion after P2, without comment. Once he has proved to 
his own satisfaction his conclusion in P2, thereafter the predicate he al- 
ways uses in this connection is simply “exists”, without qualification. To 
be rigorous, that change in terminology needs justification. 

(iii) He begins P3 in his usual way, by announcing up front the conclusion 
he is about to prove. The next sentence is, “For it can be thought to be 
something which could not be thought not to exist”. So, it appears that 
he is introducing a new premise from which the conclusion he has just 


© KONINKLIJKE BRILL NV, LEIDEN, 2018 | DOI:10.1163/9789004363663_007 


144 CHAPTER 6 


announced will follow. But he offers no justification to explain why that 

new premise should be accepted. 

(iv) The anticipated conclusion which Anselm announces is about something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, but, as in P2, the argument it- 
self proceeds in terms of that-than-which- a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 

(v) Anselm announces the conclusion he is about to prove by writing: 

Which [quod] certainly so truly exists that it could not be thought 
not to exist. 

And the conclusion he subsequently asserts does match that. It reads: 
Therefore, something than which a greater cannot be thought so 
truly exists that it could not be thought not to exist. 

And the premise which he explicitly asserts clearly enables him to de- 

duce, as an interim conclusion: 
Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought could not be 
thought not to exist. 

However, that interim conclusion is less than what he claims to have 
proven. Both his announcement and that conclusion also contain the 
phrase “so truly exists that it ...”. But it is not apparent how Anselm justi- 
fies the inclusion of that phrase in his conclusion, since the premise he 
states seems not to include anything which would entail that something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists. 


In this chapter, we will see how Anselm could have filled in these gaps between 
the end of P2 and the beginning of P3. Firstly, I will discuss how Anselm can 
justify his dropping the phrase “in the understanding and in reality”. Then I will 
discuss the issue raised in (iii): does he have any justification for the premise 
he announces at the beginning of Stage Two? The issue in (iv) also occurred in 
Stage One, but I will address it again in §7.3. 

As for the issue of how he justifies in his interpolation “so truly exists that 
it ...” into his conclusion, I will address that question in the next chapter after 
exploring in §7.1 to §7.3 the conclusion which directly and clearly follows from 
the premises he explicitly states. We will see in §7.4 to §7.6 that his answer to 
the question raised in (iii) — how he derives the premise he announces at the 
beginning of Stage Two — enables him to deal with the issue raised in (v). 


6.2 Inferring Existence from Being in Reality 


Let me begin by explaining why Anselm changes his terminology from “is in 
reality” to “exists”. Most of the commentary on Anselm’s argument ignores 
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the fact that his predicate has changed. They simply assume that “is in reality” 
means “exists”. But Anselm is more careful than that. 

It is striking that Anselm never writes, “God is in reality [deus est in re]”. This 
is despite the fact that by the time he has established his conclusions in Stage 
Three his crucial premise there does entail such a conclusion. I will discuss 
this curious fact in §11.1.2. We will see in Chapter 8 that, although he certainly 
intends to prove that God exists, what he is more intent on proving is a much 
stronger conclusion: That God exists so truly that He could not be thought not 
to exist. That is, he is intent on showing that God’s mode of being is different 
from, and greater than, that mode of being which is described as “being in 
reality”. 

As I have pointed out in §4.5, the text of the Proslogion clearly shows that 
Anselm is operating with two different conceptions of existence. In P2, he in- 
vokes the binary conception by using the predicate: “is in reality”. That settles 
the threshold question. But in P3, he will eventually conclude that God exists 
most truly and maximally of all. So, one obvious reason why he is reluctant to 
ascribe the binary conception of existence to God is to allow him to ascribe 
that richer, graduated conception of existing, a conception inherited from 
Augustine. Unlike the former, the latter admits of lower and higher ways of 
existing. From the beginning of P3, it is the latter, Augustinian conception with 
which he is operating. Therefore, before he can move on, he must extricate 
himself from the fact that the conclusion of P2 is expressed in terms of the 
binary conception of existence. Of course, he wants to hold on to the positive 
gain he has achieved so far, but this moving from the binary to the Augustinian 
conception of existence cries out for some justification. Otherwise, it looks 
shifty. 

I submit the following explanation of how Anselm moves from operating 
with the binary to the Augustinian conceptions of existence. In Stage One, 
in P2, he has to work with the binary concept of existence because the Fool, 
by denying that God exists, has posed the issue in those terms. Thus, whether 
or not anything exists which is such that nothing greater can be thought is 
a threshold question which must have a positive answer before Anselm is in 
any position to proceed in P3 with a richer, Augustinian conception of exis- 
tence. Of course, the nature of being such that nothing greater can be thought 
implies that whatever has that nature has this richer mode of existing. But 
whatever has a higher mode of existing must at least exist. The latter was the 
issue for Stage One. Attaining a positive answer to that issue then opens up the 
possibility that there is more than one way of existing. Sigbjorn Sonnesyn has 
suggested an analogy which nicely illustrates how Anselm both contrasts non- 
being with being and conjoins with that the Augustinian conception. Suppose 
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we think of the adjectival use of numbers, for example, in stating how many 
players are required to play a game. The game of solitaire requires only one 
player, tennis requires at least two, soccer and cricket each require eleven per 
side. But if there are no players, no game can be played. Sonnesyn remarks: 


The relation of non-being to being in Anselm seems to me rather like 
zero to any positive number — the infinite chasm between nothing and a 
complexity admitting of degrees.! 


We noted that when Anselm came to assert his conclusion he invoked a form 
of the verb “exsistere’, to reiterate emphatically the conclusion which has 
emerged from his argumentation. That argument had to be formulated in 
terms of the binary conception of existence, “est in re”, because he needed a 
positive conclusion to oppose the Fool’s denial. But he does not, and could not, 
think of God as a thing, a res. To speak of God as a res would place God in the 
same domain as his creatures. So, he must drop the predicate “est in re” before 
he has anything which he could eventually apply to God. In P3, and thereafter 
in the Proslogion, the word Anselm uses to assert existence is “esse” in such a 
way that it clearly means “exists”. 

And when, in our reconstruction, the conclusion of Stage One is called 
upon, it will be cited as he expressed it in §5.2 at line (47), rather than in (48), 
since the rhetorical emphasis in (48) is not required. Since Anselm was con- 
strained by his imagined dialectical setting to frame his counter-argument in 
terms of “est inre”, he is manifestly inferring from the Fool’s use of “non est” that 
the question is one of being “in re’. That is, the way he interpreted the Fool’s 
denial shows that Anselm has assumed the following: 


(1) Whatever does not exist, is not in reality. 


That must be Anselm's unstated premise, because only that explains his re- 
sponding to the Fool's denial by arguing that something ‘is in reality’. 
Now, contraposing (1) yields: 


(2) Whatever is in reality, exists. 


1 For that reason, Peano was making a quite revolutionary claim when, in presenting his for- 
malization of arithmetic as an axiomatic system, he proposed as its first axiom: “o is a num- 
ber”. Of course, the series of natural numbers is infinite, whereas Anselm’s series of lesser and 
greater goods has a maximum. 
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Now, the validity of the implication in (2) might be considered too obvious 
to need establishing, but since it follows from Anselm’s own reasoning, it is 
relevant to articulate it. And it will prove useful at a number of steps when we 
come to reconstruct Anselm’s arguments in P3. 

Now, recall that the conclusion of Stage One, as expressed in (47), is: 


(3) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is both in the 
understanding and in reality. 


Since it is the implication of the second conjunct which features in the argu- 
mentation of P3, it will be useful here to disjoin that second conjunct. It is: 


(4) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in reality. 


Because (2) is equivalent to (1), Anselm can validly infer “est”, without qualifi- 
cation, from “est in re”. So, from (2) and (4) it follows that: 


(5) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists. 


Therefore, Anselm can legitimately develop his argument hereafter using the 
simple predicate “exists [est]”. So, when he wants to argue about the existence 
of something with this nature, without the restriction of that qualifying phrase, 
Anselm can simply invoke (5) as a corollary of (3). 

As for being in the understanding, there is no sign in the text of the Proslogion 
that Anselm has any need to carry forward the proposition in which that predi- 
cate occurs, although it does have a small role to play in the argument I am 
about to present in the following section. 


6.3 Deducing the Premise of Stage Two 
In the opening sentence of his commentary on P3, Max Charlesworth says: 
It is not clear whether St. Anselm means his argument in this chapter to 


be a complement to the argument advanced in Chapter 11, or whether it 
represents an independent proof in its own right. 


2 Charlesworth (1965), p. 73. 
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This unclarity had been rendered even murkier a few years previously by 
the claims advanced by two philosophers, Norman Malcolm and Charles 
Hartshorne. Both declared that a second argument for the existence of God, in- 
dependent from that in Pz, could be extracted from P3. Understandably, those 
claims quickened interest in P3 and generated debates about the relationship 
between the two chapters. Charlesworth’s own assessment of that issue was 
that Anselm “probably regarded the argument in Chapter 111 as a complement 
to the basic argument in Chapter 11”. That assessment was about as much as 
could be said, given the scholarly situation concerning this Argument in 1965. 
Unclarity about this relationship has ever since been compounded by the 
fact that there is no consensus on how the sentence which obviously intro- 
duces a new premise should be translated. The Latin sentence in question is: 


Nam potest cogitari esse aliquid quod non possit cogitari non esse, quod 
maius est quam quod non esse cogitari potest. 


Charlesworth translates the first clause of that sentence as:3 


For something can be thought to exist which cannot be thought not to 
exist. 


Other translators, such as Jasper Hopkins* and Jan Logan, translate it as: 


For there can be thought to exist something which cannot be thought 
not to exist. 


Both translations are possible renderings of Anselm’s Latin clause. But, for rea- 
sons I will discuss more fully in the next chapter, both translations are unac- 
ceptable. The trouble is that when Anselm’s clause is translated in either way, 
the resulting argument has no logical connections with the argument in chap- 
ter 2. A few commentators, such as Gregory Schufreider, David Smith, and my 
earlier self, have argued that this is a problem, for neither way of translating 
this clause enables the deduction of the conclusion which Anselm announces 
at the beginning of P3. That is a very serious problem, because if that conclu- 
sion does not follow, it leaves Anselm without a valid argument for the exis- 
tence of God. 


3 Charlesworth (1965), p. 19. 
4 Hopkins (1986), p. 227. 
5 Logan (2009), p. 34 
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For that reason, I argued in From Belief to Understanding that the transla- 
tions above must be rejected, and the Latin clause be translated as having an 
implicit subject referring back to the subject of the conclusion of Stage One. 
Thus, I argued that the clause should be translated as: 


For it [i.e., the subject of the conclusion of P2] can be thought to be some- 
thing which could not be thought not to exist. 


It has always been clear to me that the premise of this P3 argument must de- 
pend upon the conclusion of Pz if it is to entail the conclusion which Anselm 
claims for it. But in my 1976 book, I simply argued that the premise of Stage 
Two must be construed as I have above, and on that basis, I constructed an 
argument which showed how the conclusion Anselm announces can be de- 
duced from it, together with a second premise. I did not there consider how he 
might have justified that major premise. 

These are complex issues, which I will return to discuss in more detail in the 
next chapter. But I have had to anticipate here some of the outcomes of the 
discussion to come because I have realized how it can be demonstrated that 
Anselm's arguments in P3 are not independent of the argument advanced in 
P2. For there is now a precise sense in which the arguments in P3 ‘complement 
the basic argument in P2’, as Charlesworth surmised. After decades of ponder- 
ing, I have now discovered that this premise was not just dependent upon the 
conclusion of Stage One; it is entailed by it. 

The clue which led me to this discovery is a rather obscure argument which 
Anselm advances in chapter 9 of his Reply to Gaunilo.® As I have come to un- 
derstand that passage, he validly deduces the interim conclusion of Stage Two 
from two premises which are quite different from those in Stage Two of the 
Proslogion. And if he can deduce that interim conclusion, the premise which 
entails it can surely be deduced. What caught my attention is that both of those 
two premises are concerned with what cannot not exist. The relevance of that 
is that the strong version of Anselm’s conclusion of Stage One is equivalent to: 


Something-than-which-a greater-cannot-be-thought cannot not exist. 


6 My attention was drawn to this argument in Rg by David Smith’s examination of it in 
chapter 5 of his Anselm’s Other Argument. As we will see in §10.5, I have some problems with 
Smith’s account of this particular argument, and it was while struggling to understand it that 
I realized that this Rg argument was highly relevant to the issue of how Anselm's Stage Two 
premise is to be understood. 
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Anselm begins his argument in Rg by pointing out that anyone who denies 
that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists, must at least 
think and understand what he says. He then writes that: 


A: Palem autem est quia similiter potest cogitari & intelligi quod non 
potest non esse. 


Indeed, it is clear that what cannot not exist can similarly be thought 
and understood. 


It is obvious from this statement that the first premise of his Rg argument is: 
What cannot not exist can be thought and understood. 


Next, Anselm asserts the second premise of this argument. This sentence is 
rather cryptic, because the verb “thinks” appears in it three times without any 
explicit subject. A translator has to fill in what seems to be missing. The sen- 
tence is: 


B: Maius vero cogitat qui hoc cogitat, quam qui cogitat quod possit non 
esse. 


Truly, [anyone who] is thinking of this [i.e., is thinking of what can- 
not not exist] is thinking of [something] greater than [someone 
who] is thinking of what could be non-existent.” 


Coming to understand the argument which Anselm develops from these two 
premises alerted me to the possibility that, in a slightly amended form, it 


7 Anselm’s Latin phrase poses a problem for any translator or commentator. In this Rg argu- 
ment, Anselm frequently substitutes the subjunctive verb “possit [could]” in places where he 
might otherwise have written the corresponding indicative verb “potest [can, or is able, or is 
possible]”. Presumably, he does so because, in this context, the subjunctive is stronger than 
the indicative. There is no ambiguity in his Latin phrase — it means something like “what 
under some condition possibly does not exist”. However, when the phrase “quod possit non 
esse” is translated word-for-word into English, the word-order is reversed, so that it becomes 
“what could not exist’, which implies “what necessarily does not exist”, which is not at all 
what the Latin means. Translators usually solve this problem by translating the phrase as 
“what is able not to exist”, thereby ignoring the subjunctive. Since I think it important to ex- 
press in a translation the nuances an author deliberately intends, I have chosen to translate 
this phrase as “what could be non-existent”, which capturers Anselm’s meaning, but at the 
expense of translating a verb by a verbal phrase. 
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could be adapted, using Anselm’s own words, to deduce the major premise 
of his Stage Two argument. For that purpose, neither of the above premises is 
needed, because Anselm has acknowledged that not only is something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought in reality — his P2 conclusion establishes 
that — but it is necessary that it is in reality, as we saw in §5.4. So, the conclusion 
of P2 by itself can serve a role similar to that of the two premises in Rg. As we 
will now see, that conclusion, plus a couple of logical principles, provides all 
that is required to deduce the major premise of Stage Two. 

In Rg, having asserted these two premises, Anselm then introduces his own 
formula: “... than which a greater cannot be thought’, but in the strengthened 
form he first introduced in P2: “... than which a greater could not be thought”. 
Significantly, although that phrase is a relative clause, in the Rg passage he 
repeatedly writes it without attaching it to any noun; the reader must supply 
one. But which? Is he writing about something than which a greater cannot 
be thought, or about that than which ..., or about anything than which ...? It 
seems that it does not matter. However, since he has begun by referring to 
what cannot not exist and continues by referring to what could be non-existent 
[quod possit non esse], most likely he is here referring to what is such that a 
greater cannot be thought. So, I will adopt that last suggestion. 

In order to deduce the major premise of Stage Two from the conclusion of 
Stage One, the deduction has to begin by re-asserting that conclusion as the 
premise of the proposed deduction. So, we will begin by repeating the conclu- 
sion of P2 in the form which is strictly entailed by Anselm's premises, namely, 
the version deduced at line (47) in §5.2: 


(6) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is both in the 
understanding and in reality. 


Now, as we have already seen, to deduce anything from a proposition with an 
indefinite description as its subject, it is necessary to introduce an assumption 
which echoes that proposition but has as its subject a singular term which re- 
fers to some arbitrarily chosen instance of that indefinite description. So, the 
appropriate proposition to assume is: 


(7) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is both in the under- 
standing and in reality. 


But we do not need to assume (7), because that very proposition was deduced 
at line (45) in §5.2, where it entailed the conclusion which we are repeating 
above as (6). Although (7) does not have to be assumed here, it is still the case 
that any conclusion which is validly deduced from (7) can be re-asserted as 
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following validly from (6), provided that neither that conclusion, nor any of 
the other premises upon which that deduction depends, mention its subject: 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 

In §5.2, the deduction of (45) — that is, the proposition which is here num- 
bered (7) — was dependent upon six other propositions, namely: 


— The assumption: That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the 
understanding; 

— The logical truth: If what is thought of and understood is the thing itself, 
then it is possible that it exists; 

— the logical truth: It is not possible that it can be thought that something is 
greater than that same thing than which a greater cannot be thought. 

— The implicit premise: To be in reality is good; 

— and the two definitions: of ‘Greater Than’ and Essential Identity. 


That conclusion followed from Anselm’s having deduced a contradiction from 
the supposition that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is not in re- 
ality. Negating that assumption enable the deduction of (7). However, we saw 
in at line (52) in §5.4 that Anselm could have inferred from that contradiction 
that that assumption was not just false, but impossible. Had he inferred that 
consequence, he would have been able to deduce a conclusion stronger than 
(6). Thus, the premises which entail that (7) is true also entail that: 


It is necessary that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
is in reality. 


Both this conclusion and (7) are inferred from the same contradiction, and 
therefore from the same premises. For that reason, at line (59) in §5.4 we were 
able to infer that: 


(8) If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the under- 
standing, then if it is also in reality, then it is necessary that it is in 
reality. 


The two antecedents in (8) are equivalent to “That-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought is in the understanding and in reality”. It therefore follows 
by modus ponens from (7) and (8) that: 


(9) It is necessary that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in 
reality. 
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The reason for deriving (9) from (7) and (8) is to ensure that it is evident that 
(g) is entailed by (7) and, therefore, eventually, by (6). Since (9) has been de- 
duced from (7), and (7) depends on the assumption that that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought is in the understanding, it follows by conditional 
proof that: 


(10) If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the under- 
standing, it is necessary that it is in reality. 


This proposition (10) does not depend on any premise or assumption which 
mentions that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. So, it too can be uni- 
versalized. Doing so yields: 


(u) If anything-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the un- 
derstanding, it is necessary that it is in reality. 


In §6.2 above, we saw how Anselm is entitled to invoke (2): Whatever is in real- 
ity, exists. So, from (2) and (11) it follows that: 


(12) If anything-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the un- 
derstanding, then it is necessary that it exists. 


Now, (12) is equivalent to: 
(13) If anything-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is being thought 
of, then what is being thought of is what cannot not exist [quod non 


potest non esse]. 


This sub-conclusion (13) is an instance of the first premise with which Anselm 
began his argument in Rg, that: 


What cannot not exist can be thought and understood. 
Although the scope of that premise is wider than the scope of (13), he applies 
that premise to a case very similar to (13), as we will see. 


Having asserted his two premises in Rg, Anselm then writes: 


Dum ergo cogitatur quo maius non possit cogitari, si cogitatur quod possit 
non esse, non cogitatur quo non possit cogitari maius. 
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This rather dense Latin sentence seems to be saying: 


While, therefore, [what is such that]-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is 
being thought of, if what could be non-existent is being thought of, then 
[what is such that]-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is not being thought of. 


This sentence appears to be the summary of an argument, the logic of which 
needs unpacking, It seems that Anselm introduces his (amended) formula in 
Rg by supposing, first of all, that: 


(14) Someone is thinking of that-than-which-a-greater-could not-be- 
thought but is [mistakenly] thinking that it is what could be 
non-existent. 


This person is obviously confused, because, as (13) says, if anything-than- 
which-a-greater-could not-be-thought is being thought of, it is something 
which cannot not exist. That is, it is something which is unable not to exist. 
So, it could not be non-existent. That has been established here by (13). But let 
us spell out the implications of the case described in (14). The most obvious 
implication is: 


(15) Someone is thinking of that-than-which-a-greater-could not-be- 
thought. 


Since Anselm’s Latin sentence, quoted above, is written in the passive voice, let 
us rewrite (15) equivalently as: 


(16) That-than-which-a-greater-could not-be-thought is being thought 
of by this person. 


But there is a second implication in (14). It is: 


(17) This person is thinking that that-than-which-a-greater-could not- 
be-thought could be non-existent. 


Now, it is a logical truth that: 


(18) What could be non-existent [quod possit non esse] cannot be what 
could not be non-existent [quod non possit non esse]. 
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So, it follows from (17) and (18) that: 


(19) If what could be non-existent | quod possit non esse] is being thought 
of, what could not be non-existent [quod non possit non esse] is not 
being thought of. 


But since (13) is a universal, it implies that whoever is thinking of that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is thinking of what cannot not exist [quod 
non potest non esse]. Therefore, from (13) and (19) it follows, despite (16), that: 


(20) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is not being thought 
of. 


Anselm’s reasoning has now generated a contradiction. For, by conjoining (16) 
and (20), it follows that: 


(21) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is being thought of 
and is not being thought of. 


Since the contradictory proposition (21) has been deduced from (15), it follows 
by conditional proof that: 


(22) If someone is thinking of that-than-which-a-greater-could not-be- 
thought but is thinking that it is what could be non-existent, then 
that-than-which-a-greater-could-not-be-thought is being thought 
of and is not being thought of. 


At this point in R9 Anselm asserts what he takes to be another logical truth, 
namely: 


(23) The same thing cannot be thought of and not thought of at the 
same time. 


Therefore, by modus tollens, it follows from (22) and (23) that, as Anselm him- 
self writes in Rog: 


(24) Therefore, he who is thinking of that-than-which-a-greater-could- 
not-be-thought is not thinking of what could be non-existent but is 
thinking of what is could not be non-existent. 
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And from (24) Anselm infers in Rg: “Therefore,” 


(25) It is necessary that what he is thinking of exists, because whatever 
can be non-existent is not what he is thinking of. 


Anselm is justified in concluding that this conclusion is necessary, because he 
is referring to the person who is described in (24) as thinking of [what is such 
that]-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and it has been demonstrated at line (13) 
that whatever is such that a greater cannot be thought is being thought of, then 
what is being thought of is what cannot not exist [quod non potest non esse]. 
And he is justified in asserting that this conclusion is necessary, because it has 
been deduced by necessary reasoning from (7), which (8) says is necessary. 

But what, precisely, does (25) mean? It is tempting to interpret that con- 
clusion as implying that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
exists.8 But that would be a fallacious inference. Suppose I am thinking of 
Pegasus, the flying horse in Greek mythology. It follows that I have to be think- 
ing of a horse with wings. But it does not follow from what I am thinking that 
some horses have wings. Likewise, to interpret (25) as implying that [what is 
such that]-a-greater-cannot-be-thought would be fallacious; it takes no ac- 
count of the fact that the subject of that conclusion is not “[What is such that]- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought”. Rather, it is “what he is thinking of”. While [what 
is such that]-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is indeed what he is thinking of, the 
reference to the fact that he is thinking of it cannot legitimately be deleted. 

To see more clearly how Anselm arrives at (25), and consequently, what it 
means, let us go back to: 


(24) He who is thinking of that-than-which-a-greater-could-not-be- 
thought is not thinking of what could be non-existent but is think- 
ing of what is could not be non-existent. 


It is a logical truth that: 


(26) It is not possible that what could be non-existent could not be 
non-existent. 


So, from (24) and (26) it follows that: 


8 Wewill see in §10.5 that David Smith interprets this conclusion as a demonstration of the ex- 
istence of G [= something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought], although in a qualified 
sense. 
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(27) It is not possible that he who is thinking of that-than-which-a- 
greater-could-not-be-thought is thinking of what could be non-ex- 
istent but must be thinking of what is could not be non-existent. 


That proposition (27) is equivalent to: 


(28) Itisnecessary that whoever is thinking of that-than-which-a-greater- 
could-not-be-thought is thinking of what could not be non-existent, 
because he cannot be thinking of what could be non-existent. 


Thus, we have deduced at (28) a proposition which clearly implies the conclu- 
sion which Anselm himself deduced at line (25). 

With that clarified, in order to understand more clearly what (25) means, let 
us transpose (27) into a proposition with “[What is such that]-a-greater-can- 
not-be-thought” in subject position, and the verb in the passive voice, as we did 
in deriving (16) from (15). Doing so yields the following as equivalent to (27): 


(29) It is not possible that that-than-which-a-greater-could-not-be- 
thought can be thought to exist, because whoever is thinking of 
that-than-which-a-greater-could-not-be-thought cannot be think- 
ing of what could be non-existent. 


Simplifying (29) what follows is: 


(30) It is not possible that that-than-which-a-greater-could-not-be- 
thought can be thought not to exist. 


Now, in his Stage Two argument, Anselm recognizes that “not possible that ... 
can...” is equivalent to “could not ...”. So, here also, it follows that the main 
clause in (30) is equivalent to: 


(31) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought could not be thought 
not to exist. 


That last proposition, with “Something-than-which” substituted for “That- 
than-which’, is the interim conclusion of Stage Two. The argument we have just 
articulated, however, is not the argument he presents in P3 for that conclusion. 
It is remarkable that he has, in fact, two quite distinct arguments for that same 
conclusion. This Rg argument will be re-examined in §10.5. 
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However, it was not the interim conclusion of Stage Two which we set out 
to deduce; it was its major premise. That, however, follows easily from (31), as 
follows. 


One of the simplest rules of modal logic is that from “p”, it is valid to infer “It 
is possible that p”. Applying that rule to (31), it follows that: 


(32) It is possible that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
could not be thought not to exist. 


And from (32), by his Conceivability Rule, it follows that: 


(33) It can be thought that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is something which could not be thought not to exist. 


Since (33) has been deduced from (7), it follows by Conditional Proof that: 


(34) If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is both in the un- 
derstanding and in reality, then it can be thought to be something 
which could not be thought not to exist. 


This proposition (34) can be generalized, so that it reads: 


(35) If something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is both in 
the understanding and in reality, then it can be thought to be some- 
thing which could not be thought not to exist. 


All these inferences are clearly valid. And since it has been deduced from (7), 
and since the subject of (7) is not mentioned either in (35) or in the other 
premises from which (35) has been deduced, it also follows validly from (6). So, 
(35) may be re-asserted as dependent upon the same premises as the conclu- 
sion of Stage One, plus the premise (2): Whatever is in reality exists. That is: 


(36) If something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is both in 
the understanding and in reality, then it can be thought to be some- 
thing which could not be thought not to exist. 


All these inferences are clearly valid. So, this adapted version of Anselm’s Rg 
argument therefore demonstrates that (36) is true. 

As anticipated above, the consequent of (36) is exactly what I argued in 1976 
was the new premise Anselm introduces in Stage Two. But in the next chapter I 
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will now insist that the implicit reference in the subject of that premise should 
be rendered explicitly. So, I will argue that for his Stage Two argument to be 
valid, its premise must be interpreted as a conditional proposition which has 
the conclusion of P2 as its antecedent, and the clause, “it can be thought to 
be something which could not be thought not to exist” as its consequence. 
That is, the proposition (36) explicitly articulates the first premise of Anselm’s 
Stage Two. 

Understanding that to be his premise manifests the dependence of the Stage 
Two argument on the Stage One argument. But more than that, what the above 
argument shows is that, not only is his Stage Two argument dependent upon 
the conclusion of Stage Two, but the sentence he asserts as its premise is also 
entailed by P2’s conclusion, given his deducing “exists” from “is in reality”. Since 
that premise is identical with (36) above, and (36) has been inferred by condi- 
tional proof from a valid deduction, it follows that Anselm's Stage Two premise 
is itself necessarily true. As a result, Anselm’s Stage One premises entail its own 
conclusion, and that conclusion, in turn, entails the premise of Stage Two, with 
the addition of three other propositions. Those three additional propositions 
are all logical truths, namely: 


(2) What is in reality, exists; 

(18) What could be non-existent (quod possit non esse) cannot be what 
could not be non-existent (quod non possit non esse); 

(23) The same thing cannot be thought of and not thought of at the 
same time. 


Nothing else is required to secure the truth of the major premise of Stage Two. 
Being entailed by the conclusion of Stage One, it is justified by the same prem- 
ises and rules which entail that conclusion. 


CHAPTER 7 


The Second Stage: Existing Intensely 


In the previous chapter, the conceptual gaps evident in the text between P2 
and P3 were filled. I laid out an argument anchored in Anselm’s texts which 
shows how the proposition which is the premise of the second stage of his 
three-stage argument is entailed by the conclusion of the first. We saw that 
that argument not only entails this premise, but it also entails the interim con- 
clusion which Anselm derives from this premise. So, by conditional proof, that 
entailment can be expressed as a conditional proposition which the conclu- 
sion of Stage One as its antecedent, and the premise as Anselm articulates it 
as its consequent. 

But the Reply 9 argument which I adapted to derive that conditional propo- 
sition is not the argument he presents in the Proslogion. So, in this chapter, I 
will show how, from that conditional proposition, Anselm develops Stage Two 
of his Argument in the Proslogion. 


7A The First Premise 


As we noted in Chapter 6, Anselm begins P3 in typical fashion, by introducing 
the conclusion for which he is about to argue: 


Which [quod] certainly so truly exists that it could not be thought not to 
exist. 


This sentence follows immediately after the conclusion of P2, so the subject of 
this sentence, the relative pronoun “which”, must refer back to the ‘something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought’ of the last sentence of P2. (Elisabeth 
Anscombe, Ian Logan, David Smith, and Matthew Walz do recognise this.) 
Unfortunately, modern editions of Anselm’s text, both in Latin and in English, 
interpose the ‘title’ of P3 between the conclusion of P2 and the anticipated 
conclusion of Stage Two, whereas in the oldest manuscripts each chapter's 
‘title’ occurs only in a list immediately after the Preface, as we noted in 
Chapter 2. The effect of this modern practice is to obscure the fact that the first 
word of that anticipated conclusion, “quod”, refers to ‘something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought’ in the previous sentence. 
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The next sentence, which I quoted previously in §6.3, contains Anselm's 
reason for his conclusion. It is: 


Nam potest cogitari esse aliquid quod non possit cogitari non esse, quod 
maius est quam quod non esse cogitari potest. 


If we had not reconstructed the argument articulated in §6.3, it would not be 
immediately clear what Anselm is claiming in the first clause of this sentence, 
and consequently, how it should be translated. I have not found any other 
exposition of Anselm’s Argument which recognizes that Anselm has in Rg an 
argument which clarifies how this sentence is to be understood. Rather, there 
is no consensus as to how that sentence is to be translated, and therefore there 
is confusion about what his premise is. I illustrated that lack of consensus 
briefly in §6.3; now I will fill that summary out with more detail. Most transla- 
tors and commentators take the first clause as making an impersonal claim, 
and therefore translate its first clause as: 


For it is possible to conceive of a being which cannot be conceived not 
to exist. (Deane)! 

For it can be thought that there exists something which cannot be 
thought not to exist. (Adams)? 

For there can be thought to exist something whose non-existence is in- 
conceivable. (Jasper Hopkins & Herbert Richardson)? 

For one can think that there exists something that cannot be thought of 
as not existing. (David Burr)* 

For it is possible to think that something exists that cannot be thought 
not to exist. (Thomas Williams) 

For there can be thought to exist something which cannot be thought not 
to exist. (Hopkins), (lan Logan)® 

For there is able to be thought something that is not able to be thought 
not to be. (Matthew Walz)’ 


Deane (1903/1962), p. 8. 
Adams (1971), p. 49. 
Hopkins & Richardson (1974), p. 94. 
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Burr (1996) 
Williams (2007). 
Hopkins (1986), p. 227; Logan (2009), p. 34. 
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Walz (2013), p. 24. 
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Despite their superficial differences, these are all logically equivalent. However, 
Eugene Fairweather has a quite different translation:® 


For something can be thought of as existing, which cannot be thought of 
as not existing. 


and in his oft-quoted translation, Max Charlesworth also takes “something” to 
be the subject of the sentence, and therefore translates it as:9 


For something can be thought to exist which cannot be thought not to 
exist. 


The variety of these translations is extraordinary. Evidently, there is no agreed 
understanding of what this sentence means. Opinions are even divided as to 
whether there is any substantial difference between these two different sets of 
translations. Jasper Hopkins!° and David Smith" think not. However, Richard 
La Croix, not unreasonably, analyses the second way of translating this sen- 
tence as asserting a conjunction, and thus arrives at an interpretation quite 
different from what the translations in the first set seems to be asserting.!” 
Smith, however, objects to all the above translations, arguing at length in 
support of a third way of interpreting this sentence, namely, one I myself pro- 
posed in From Belief to Understanding. Back then, I had not recognized the ar- 
gument presented in §6.3, but nevertheless argued that it must be understood 
as having an unstated subject which readers have to infer from the context. My 
proposal was that the predicate of the sentence is, “can be thought to be some- 
thing which cannot be thought not to exist” and is predicated implicitly of the 
subject of the conclusion of Stage One. Accordingly, my interpretative hypoth- 
esis was that, in this sentence, Anselm is making the following two claims: 


(a) Forit [ie., the subject of the conclusion in P2] can be thought to be some- 
thing which cannot be thought not to exist; and 

(b) Something which cannot be thought not to exist is greater than what can 
be thought not to exist. 


8 Fairweather (1956), p. 74. 

9 Charlesworth (1965), p. 119. 
10 _—_ Hopkins (1986), p. 310, n28. 
11 ~— Smith (2014), p. 105. 

12 La Croix (1972), p. 54. 
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My reading of this ambiguous sentence has now been justified by my discover- 
ing how Anselm’s argument in Reply g can be adapted to deduce his first prem- 
ise from the conclusion of Stage One. The case for my interpretative hypothesis 
is even stronger than I had previously thought. 

In the text of P3, the first sentence is Anselm’s anticipated conclusion. 
Since it begins with relative pronoun, “quod”. It obviously refers to the sub- 
ject of the last sentence in Pz. On my interpretation, the second, ambiguous 
sentence also has an implicit subject which refers to the same subject as the 
previous sentence. Anselm is simply carrying forward the subject of that previ- 
ous sentence, which in turn refers back to the subject of the conclusion of P2. 
Accordingly, there was no need for Anselm to restate it. Understood this way, 
these three sentences are interconnected logically by each having the same 
subject. I therefore translated them as follows: 


Therefore, there exists beyond doubt something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought, both in the understanding and in reality. Which cer- 
tainly so truly exists that it could not be thought not to exist. For it can be 
thought to be something which could not be thought not to exist, which 
is greater than what can be thought not to exist. 


In endorsing my understanding of this sentence (although he prefers to trans- 
late the verb cogitare as “to conceive’, rather than “to think”) Smith points out 
that linguistically there is nothing to be said against this construal of the Latin, 
and it has the advantage that its phrasing echoes that of P2 in a way which it is 
plausible to suppose that Anselm intended. And he notes a second advantage: 
that on my reading alone does Anselm's comparison of greatness in (b) above 
precisely parallel the comparison Anselm made in P2.!3 Smith then points out 
that the only way to make sense of this Stage Two argument, when it is not 
construed in accordance with my interpretation, is to see Anselm as relying 
on the background assumption that anything which cannot be conceived as 
not existing is greater than anything which can be so conceived. We will see 
in §10.5 that Anselm did indeed accept something very close to that, namely: 


What cannot not exist is greater than what is essentially the same but can 
be thought not to exist. 


13 As discussed in §5.2, I now read the premises in P2 differently from how I did in 1976. But, 
as I will shortly make clear, I now also read the premises in Stage Two differently, so there 
continues to be a parallel between the two. 
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Smith concedes that Anselm does accept the principle he proposes, but never- 
theless, contends that:!* 


Nevertheless, if as I have been suggesting, Anselm intended this P3 argu- 
ment to echo moves he made in P2, Campbell's reading wins out as alone 
significantly echoing the earlier passage. In P2 Anselm states that it is 
greater for something to exist both in the mind and in reality than for it to 
exist merely in the mind. On Campbell's reading alone is Anselm making 
the following parallel step in P3: that it is greater for something both to 
exist in reality and to be not conceivably non-existent than for it merely 
to exist in reality. 


Smith immediately follows that endorsement by adding that a final reason to 
favour my reading is that it so nicely fits with all the strong evidence in the 
Reply that: 


Anselm would not have presented without any justification whatsoever 
so bold a claim as that we can conceive of something that cannot be con- 
ceived not to exist — when, that is, the question of whether the thing in 
question actually exists has not been settled. 


That is certainly correct. Not only has the question of whether the thing in 
question actually exists has been settled in Stage One, but, as we will see, when 
Anselm’s premise is read in the way I propose, his stated conclusion can validly 
be deduced. It is not so clear that the same outcome is delivered by the alterna- 
tive translations. Later in this chapter, in §7.8, we will examine whether that is 
the case. 

There are other reasons to object to the Fairweather/Charlesworth trans- 
lation as well. As any reader must by now have recognized, the expression 
“something (than) which...” is a favourite Anselmian construction, whereas 
their translations separate the word “something” from the word “which”. Even 
more seriously, this translation obscures the logic of Anselm’s argument so 
thoroughly that the manifest flow of reasoning in the whole passage has to be 
explained away. The problems generated by this construal were highlighted by 
Richard La Croix, who accepted Charlesworth’s translation without question, 
understood it to be conjunctive in form, and consequently became involved 
in an elaborate attempt to reconstruct what the logic of the argument, thus 


14 ~— Smith (2014), p. 106. 
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understood, might be." I will not go into the details here of why La Croix’s best 
efforts do not succeed. I already did that in From Belief to Understanding,'® and 
Smith has also worked through La Croix’s reconstruction, showing how it is 
not plausible.” 

The strongest reason for accepting my way of reading this clause, however, 
is that it is the only interpretation of this ambiguous clause which could justify 
the conclusion which Anselm announces. If Anselm is to prove that some- 
thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought so truly exists that it could not 
be thought not to exist, there must be something in the premises which entails 
that it exists. But neither translating the subject of this clause as impersonal — 
as “it is possible’, or “it can be thought’, or “there can be thought” — or translat- 
ing it with “something” as its subject, introduces anything which exists. At best, 
all of these alternative translations introduce something which can be thought 
to exist, not something which actually exists. On the other hand, if the subject 
of Anselm’s premise refers to the subject of his Stage One conclusion, as I pro- 
posed, he can call upon that conclusion to justify including the verb “exist” in 
his Stage Two conclusion. 

There is, however, another problem with all of these translations. All of 
them - including my own earlier proposal — commit another error as well. For 
the final clause of this premise is not “which cannot be thought not to exist’. 
It is notable, but generally overlooked, that the verb Anselm uses both in the 
relative clause where he anticipates his conclusion, and in this troublesome 
sentence, is not the indicative “potest [can]”; it is “possit | could]”, the subjunc- 
tive mood of the same verb. So, an accurate translation of this sentence is: 


(a*) For it [i.e., the subject of the conclusion in P2] can be thought to be 
something which could not be thought not to exist, 


Most translators, in their English rendering, ignore Anselm’s use of the sub- 
junctive; translating “possit” as “can’, rather than “could”!® In my earlier book, 


15 LaCroix (1972), p. 54-5. It is, however, possible to interpret Charlesworth’s sentence differ- 
ently, as meaning the same as “There can be thought to exist something ...”. We will return 
to this issue in §7.8. 

16 Campbell (1976), pp. 92-94. 

17. Smith (2014), p. 85-87. 

18 Hopkins is perhaps an exception. He seems to have recognized that “possit” here is in the 
subjective mood, but his way of expressing this subjunctive is to translate “non possit cogi- 
tart’ as “cannot even be thought” (Hopkins & Richardson 1974:94; Hopkins 1986:227, my 
italics). However, that rendering does not fully express the force of the subjunctive mood 
of this verb, and Hopkins is not consistent in his translation of “possit’. 
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I suggested that the reason Anselm uses the subjunctive was merely stylistic; 
the verb occurs here to express an iterated thought-modality: “it can be thought 
to be something which cannot be thought not to exist” and he just wanted to 
mark that difference by rewriting the second verb in the subjunctive.!® But I 
now withdraw that suggestion, since I now recognize that his use of the sub- 
junctive is justified by the logic of his argument, as we saw in §6.3, and as will 
emerge later in this chapter. 

Now, since any translation of any text cannot avoid interpretation, a prop- 
er translation of Anselm's premise has to make explicit all that is taken to be 
implicit in Anselm’s Latin sentence. If this premise has an implicit subject, 
referring to the subject of his P2 conclusion, then our reconstruction of the ar- 
gument should make that implicit reference explicit. That is, we have to make 
explicit that what in P3 can be thought to be something-which-could-not-be- 
thought-not-to-exist is the same as the something which in P2 was shown to 
exist. We might be tempted simply to stipulate that identity but doing that 
would not be satisfactory. Stipulating logical connections is no way to pro- 
duce plausible arguments. The simplest way of making that co-reference ex- 
plicit is to make what Anselm asserts in (a*) conditional upon his Stage One 
conclusion. 

When the first premise is formulated as a conditional proposition with 
Stage One's conclusion as its antecedent, the consequent is expressed exactly 
as Anselm has written it. Thus construed, this premise asserts: 


If something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is both in the un- 
derstanding and in reality, then it can be thought to be something which 
could not be thought not to exist. 


Since that proposition is what was proved in §6.3, rendering the premise this 
way demonstrates the dependence of the consequent upon the antecedent. 
Anselm introduces this premise with the word “Nam [For]”. The most natural 
role of that conjunction is to introduce the reason why the claim in the previ- 
ous sentence is true. But here, I suggest, it also has the role of pointing back 
further, to what justifies that reason, i.e., it has the force of “what I have already 
shown in Stage One is why the conclusion of Stage Two which I have just an- 
nounced is also true”. The ultimate test of the correctness of this interpretative 
hypothesis will be whether taking the conditional proposition stated above as 
the premise of this argument enables the conclusion Anselm announces to be 
validly deduced. 


19 Campbell (1976) p, 96. 
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Furthermore, by formulating this premise as a conditional proposition, with 
the conclusion of Stage One as its antecedent, ensures two points crucial to 
the logic of Anselm’s Argument. It ensures that the subject of the conclusion 
of Stage Two is identical to the subject of Stage One. And it ensures that the 
existence of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can become 
part of the argumentation in Stage Two, as it must because that conclusion of 
Stage Two is an existence-claim. 

Having clarified that premise, we can ask: What did Anselm mean by this 
premise? At first sight, this question might seem trivial, in that we can think 
whatever we please. But that is a modern pretension. For Anselm, what can 
be thought about something depends upon, and is delimited by, what it is. 
Throughout the Proslogion, he is concerned with the ‘thought-potentials’ of 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. It is this thing which, he 
supposes, can be thought to be in reality, and which cannot be thought to be 
surpassed by anything greater, and which could not be thought not to exist, etc. 
At this stage of his overall Argument, Anselm does not fully understand what 
this something is. His premise anticipates the fact that the nature he has been 
discussing exists so intensely that it could not be thought not to exist. He is 
now ready to develop his Argument into its second stage. 


7.2 The Second Premise 


In the ambiguous sentence quoted above, Anselm attaches a second clause to 
the first. That second clause is: 


quod maius est quam quod non esse cogitari potest. 
which is greater than what can be thought not to exist. 


This clause is more specific than the analogous clause in Stage One (which 
was simply, “which is greater”). As I mentioned above, since I had argued that 
the subject of the first clause was an implicit “it” which referred to the subject 
of the conclusion of P2, I had previously understood this second clause to be 
making the following claim: 


Something which cannot be thought not to exist is greater than what can 
be thought not to exist. 
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That was not wrong, but it is questionable: How could Anselm justify that 
claim? The few commentators who have considered the text of the first half of 
P3, including my earlier self, interpret that clause as hinting at a second prem- 
ise. That still seems reasonable. Anselm must somehow prepare the logical 
ground from which to infer that if the possible thought suggested by the first 
premise — that this thing could not be thought not to exist — were true, then, in 
that circumstance, this thing would be greater than whatever can be thought 
not to exist. But what form does that second premise take? 

Interpreting Anselm’s second clause in this way suggests that he is hinting at 
a second premise, universal in form. Most commentators who have addressed 
that question, including my earlier self, have generally interpreted as assert- 
ing, as a background assumption, or an implicit premise, something like the 
following: 


Whatever cannot be thought not to exist is greater than anything which 
can be so thought. 


That proposition is doubly universal. Richard La Croix, however, denies that 
Anselm’s reasoning requires this doubly universal premise.*° He claims that 
Anselm says no such thing, and that Anselm is not even implicitly relying upon 
it when he asserts the second clause (b). Instead, as already mentioned, he 
takes Anselm’s sentence to be asserting “something, x, can be thought to exist, 
and x cannot be thought not to exist, and x is greater than that which can be 
thought not to exist”. 

David Smith argues that La Croix’s suggestion must be rejected, for three 
reasons. Firstly, the second clause now lacks any justification. Secondly, the 
syntax of Anselm's premise would be strangely inept if he were not implying 
that doubly universal premise. And thirdly, there is no way the conclusion of 
Anselm's argument could be justified, given La Croix’s construal of this prem- 
ise. Interpreted that way, Anselm would still be able to infer that something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought cannot be thought not to exist, but it 
offers no way to infer Anselm’s actual conclusion: that something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought so truly exists that it could not be thought not to 
exist. So, Smith too settles for this doubly universal proposition as his second 
premise.”! He justifies this by saying,?? 


20 La Croix (1972), p. 54. 
21 Smith (2014), p. 94. 
22 Smith (2014), p. 88. 
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... although Anselm offers us a single premise with two clauses, we shall 
see the underlying structure of Anselm’s argument more clearly if we re- 
gard the second clause as inferred from the first, together with a back- 
ground assumption (or implicit premise) to the effect that whatever 
cannot be conceived not to exist is greater than anything that can be con- 
ceived not to exist. 


I have now come to believe that that reading is neither optimal, nor neces- 
sary. La Croix is right to insist that such a premise nowhere appears in the text, 
something Smith concedes is true.23 This doubly universal claim is simply the 
invention of the commentators. I will argue that to interpret Anselm’s com- 
ment as hinting at such a premise is to misunderstand how the argument goes. 

Since there are obvious parallels between the arguments in P2 and P3, our 
reconstruction of the former suggests a more plausible interpretation of how 
Anselm is reasoning in P3. We have already noted that the clause (b) — “which 
is greater than what can be thought not to exist” — echoes the phrase “which is 
greater” in P2. And we have seen that the corresponding phrase in P2 does not 
serve as a premise at all; it is a comment anticipating a consequence deduced 
in the course of the argument. It turns out that the same is true of the parallel 
clause in P3. It too is a comment, anticipating, as Anselm is wont to do, a con- 
sequence he will deduce in the course of the argument. 

We found in P2 that taking there to be a simple premise in the background 
of the parallel phrase, namely, “To be in reality is good” enabled a valid recon- 
struction of that argument, closely echoing the words Anselm actually uses. 
That suggests that there is likewise a premise, relevant to being greater, in the 
background of clause (b) which justifies that clause, but which Anselm took to 
be so simple and so obvious that he saw no need to assert it as such. When we 
recall Anselm’s hierarchy of goods in R8, we can see why he would agree that, 
if to be in reality is good, to be unable to be thought not to exist is even better. 
Taking his second clause into account, it looks as though his second premise 
might be: 


To be unable to be thought not to exist is greater than being able to be 
thought not to exist 


As we have already noted, Anselm would surely endorse that proposition; it 
is implicit in the second premise of his Rg argument, as we noted in §6.3. But 


he does not need such a strong premise as that. All the argument requires is 


23 Smith (2014), p. 85. 
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a premise as simple as the corresponding one in Stage One, as we will see. I 
submit that his second premise is: 


To be unable to be thought not to exist is good. 


We will see that that premise explains why he comments, “which is greater 
than what can be thought not to exist”. To be able to be thought not to exist 
is not as good. There is no doubt that Anselm would accept this as his second 
premise. Why would he not? In R3, he says: 


... if someone says that he thinks that [something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought] does not exist, I say that when he thinks this, he is 
either thinking of something that which a greater could not be thought, 
or he is not thinking of it. If he does not think [this], he is not thinking 
that what he is thinking of does not exist. However, if he does think [this], 
he undoubtedly is thinking of something which could not be thought not 
to exist. For if it could be thought not to exist, it could be thought to have 
a beginning and an end. But this is not possible. 


Why is that not possible? Because Anselm had already said in Ri, “[something] 
than which a greater cannot be thought can only be thought to exist without a 
beginning” — and we may add, given the above, “and without an end”. Clearly, 
according to Anselm’s way of thinking, existing without either a beginning or 
an end is greater than existing after coming into existence, or existing for a pe- 
riod before ceasing to exist. But he does not need to assert anything as strong 
as that. All he requires is that to exist without a beginning or an end is good. 
And if it is good to exist without beginning or an end, it follows from the pas- 
sage quoted above that being something which cannot be thought not to exist 
is also good, indeed it is a greater good. 

Of course, if the second clause is not invoking a disguised doubly universal 
premise, Anselm needs some other way of working a comparison with respect 
to greatness into his argument. No problem! Just as we saw in the case of the 
Stage One argument, Anselm has at hand a clear concept of the ‘greater than’ 
relation, neatly expressed in the amended definition we invoked in Stage One. 
And since he is once again to compare that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought with itself under two contrary circumstances, it will be helpful to 
invoke again the definition of Essential Identity. As I remarked in §5.2, these 
two definitions can properly be called ‘background principles’, since they are 
not specific to either of these arguments. They are doubly universal in form, 
but they are not distinctive premises of this argument, since they have already 
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been used in another argument. Rather, the Stage Two argument proceeds 
with the same logic as the second phase of Stage One. It only needs the two 
premises identified above, plus these two definitions. 


7.3 Something whose Non-existence is Unthinkable 


Given that Anselm’s text presents a premise whose translation is subject to dif- 
ferent interpretations, the only way to settle decisively the question of which 
translation to prefer is to examine how well each makes sense of that argu- 
ment’s logic. I therefore will work through how the argument goes when my 
reading of the first premise is adopted, and in §7.8 and §7.9 we will see how the 
argument fares under the alternative interpretations of that premise. 

Anselm has already established in P2 that: 


(1) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is both in the 
understanding and in reality. 


And I have argued that his two premises are: 


(2) If something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is both in 
the understanding and in reality, it can be thought to be something 
which could not be thought not to exist. 

(3) To be unable to be thought not to exist is good. 


It has already been established that both (1) and (2) are true. It is therefore 
valid to affirm the consequent of (2), and it will become evident that it is con- 
venient to do so. From (1) and (2) it follows that: 


(4) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be thought 
to be something which could not be thought not to exist. 


It will also prove convenient to conjoin (1) with (4). That yields: 
(5) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is both in the 
understanding and in reality, and can be thought to be something 


which could not be thought not to exist. 


We could, of course, have simply asserted (4) as the first premise of this argu- 
ment and then conjoined (1) and (4) without inferring (4) from (1) and (2), but 
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then there would have been nothing to ensure that the word “something” in (4) 
refers to the same thing as the word “something” in (1). Inferring (5) from (1) 
and (4) ensures that the two clauses in (5) have the same subject. For Anselm’s 
conclusion to follow, that is essential. 

Having written the sentence from which we have distilled the two premises 
(2) and (3), Anselm goes straight to the heart of the matter, arguing as follows: 


Therefore, if that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be 
thought not to exist, that very thing than which a greater cannot be 
thought is not that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 


This switch from “something than which ...” to “that than which ...” is the same 
as occurred in P2. Nevertheless, it has startled some commentators. In his ex- 
position, David Smith draws attention to it and says:24 


Rather than supposing that Anselm, for no stated reason, suddenly starts 
assuming that there is at most one conceivable “something” than which a 
greater cannot be conceived, I follow the suggestion of Richard Campbell 
(1976:33) that the “that than which” formulation is intended by Anselm to 
introduce a claim that is meant to apply to any “something” than which a 
greater cannot be conceived. 


To reinforce the propriety of using the phrase “that than which ...” in this way, 
he too cites EJ. Lemmon’s system of Natural Deduction,”° and also the use of 
‘parameters’ in the modal logical system of Fitting and Mendelsohn,”® as well 
as similar uses in ordinary English. 

As I read him, Anselm is here enacting the same logical strategy as in Stage 
One. And he is not starting by assuming anything, not even the premise I previ- 
ously thought he was introducing as an assumption. Just as he felt that he had 
to justify the premise (8) in §5.2 from which he argued that something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists in reality, so he has justified the first 
premise of Stage Two by inferring it from Stage One. 

On my reading, the fact that the subject of the very next sentence is “that- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought” is not at all surprising; he is making 
the same Natural Deduction manoeuvre as he deployed in P2, only this time 
there is no difficulty about whether the subject of (5) is generic or specific. 


24 Smith (2014), p. 93. 
25 Lemmon (1965). 
26 Fitting & Mendelsohn (1998). 
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That issue has already been settled. He has told us that he wants to deduce a 
conclusion about “something ...” from a premise about “something ...”. So, he 
introduces the same correlative singular term as in P2: — “that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought” — as a typical exemplar of this something. That is 
his characteristic style of reasoning. Then, after some argumentation involving 
this singular term, he will generalize what he has inferred in order to deduce 
a conclusion likewise framed in terms of an indefinite description. A general 
conclusion derived from a premise about a typical instance follows validly 
from a premise about something so described, provided certain conditions are 
satisfied. 

To reconstruct the logic of this argument further, Anselm needs to introduce 
an assumption which mirrors (5) and contains as its subject a typical instance 
of the subject of (5), which is “something-than-which-...”. Hence, he uses 
the phrase “that-than-which-...”, just as he did in P2. Accordingly, the appropri- 
ate assumption to mirror (5) is: 


(6) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is both in the under- 
standing and in reality, and can be thought to be something which 
could not be thought not to exist. 


Furthermore, because (5) has been derived from the conclusion of P2, and 
depends on the same premises as does that conclusion (plus two more), that 
typical instance of “something-than-which’...’ can be the same exemplar as fea- 
tured in the P2 argument. In §5.2, I introduced the abbreviation “a” as short- 
hand for “that-than-which-...”. Since the two arguments are linked by their 
common dependences, it is both legitimate and appropriate to employ the 
same abbreviation here. So, let us reword (6), making explicit that “a” is being 
used as a name for “that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought”. Doing that 
results in: 


(6*) ais that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and a is both in 
the understanding and in reality, and a can be thought to be some- 
thing which could not be thought not to exist. 


Since (6*) is a three-fold conjunction, each conjunct can be inferred from it: 


(7) ais that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 

(8) ais both in the understanding and in reality. 

(9) It can be thought that a is something which could not be thought 
not to exist. 
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Since Anselm is about to deploy his favourite form of argument, a reductio 
ad absurdum, he next implicitly supposes, just for the sake of the argument, 
the opposite of what he wants to deduce. That is, he supposes that that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be thought not to exist. Having intro- 
duced “a” as shorthand for “that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought’, it 
is appropriate to express that supposition in terms of a. That is: 


(10) acan be thought not to exist. 


This move, however, creates a potential problem, like that encountered at the 
corresponding point in Stage One. The proposition (9) says it can be thought 
that a is something which could not be thought not to exist. So, if Anselm were 
to follow the same strategy as he did in P2, he would suppose counterfactu- 
ally that what (9g) says is a possible thought is in fact true: that a could not be 
thought not to exist. So, supposing (10) as part of this strategy would set up his 
argument for a simple contradiction. As occurred similarly in P2, that is not the 
contradiction Anselm is seeking to generate with a view to generating a reduc- 
tio ad absurdum. Most likely, he expresses his first premise as asserting that a 
can be thought to be something which could not be thought not to exist pre- 
cisely to indicate a way of avoiding that particular contradiction. That is, a can 
be thought to be something different from how it would be if (10) were true. 

What Anselm is doing, once again, is setting up a comparison between 
something under one circumstance with how that same thing would be if it 
were in the opposite circumstance. That is, supposing that that-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be thought not to exist, he wants to compare 
it with how great it itself would be if it were something which could not be 
thought not to exist. 

Since this situation is very similar to the way the Stage One argument pro- 
ceeded, it needs the same kind of manoeuvre as in Stage One. That manoeu- 
vre involved introducing a being which is essentially identical to a, which 
we called “b”. So here again, since “a” is the name we have given to that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought and (10) says that a can be thought not to 
exist, let us introduce something which would be identical to a, except that it 
differs in this one respect: it could not be thought not to exist. To make sense 
of this manoeuvre, this Stage Two argument likewise requires the notion of 
essential identity. 

I have foreshadowed that the reconstruction of this Stage Two argument 
will also be facilitated by the two definitions proposed by Giinther Eder and 
Esther Ramharter: of Essential Identity, and the ‘Greater Than’ relation. We 
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found reason in the previous chapter to amend them both, in conformity 
with Anselm's thinking. My strengthened version of the definition of Essential 
Identity is: 


(u) xis essentially-identical to y, modulo the properties in the sub-set of 
non-essential properties in D, if and only if, for all consistent, primi- 
tive, and positive properties F, x and y have the same properties F if 
and only, if F is not in the sub-set of non-essential properties D. 


This definition (11) provides a way of making the comparison mentioned above 
without incurring a direct contradiction. It allows us to introduce something 
which is essentially identical to a but could not be thought not to exist, as a 
way of expressing (9) but avoiding the potential problem mentioned above. 
(g) is the third clause of (6), restated with a singular subject. And the assump- 
tion (6) says that that which is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought can be thought to be something which could not be thought not to 
exist. We will call that second ‘something’ “b”. 

In (11), “x” and “y” are variables; each of them could be anything. So, we can 
now apply that definition to a and 4, by substituting “b” for “x” and “a” for “y”. 
That yields: 


(12) bis essentially-identical to a, modulo the properties in D, if and only 
if, for all consistent, primitive, and positive properties F, 6 and a 
have the same properties F, if and only if F is not in the sub-set of 
non-essential properties D. 


However, while this definition seemed perfectly acceptable in §5.2, some- 
one might object to its being invoked here. We noted in §5.1 that Eder and 
Ramharter explain that their definition is restricted to a domain of ‘primitive’ 
properties, adding that: 


the primitive properties can be chosen in such a way that they are, e.g., 
the ‘positive’ properties, leaving room for possible explications of ‘posi- 
tiveness’ and, hence, of which properties exactly make greater. 


Accordingly, it might be objected that, unlike the predicate “is in reality”, here 
the predicate being considered, “could not be thought not to exist’, is negative, 
and the application of the definition is restricted to primitive properties which 
are positive. Eder & Ramharter explain that they stipulate that the primitive 
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properties must be positive so that it can be assumed, as Anselm’s argument 
requires, that the ‘two’ compared things have an opposite property. For exam- 
ple, if the property of non-existence is allowed to be one of the values of the 
variable F in the definition (11) and its implication, (12), and “a” and “b” are 
substituted for “x” and “y’, it could not be assumed that 6 exists and a does not, 
as we did in the reconstruction of the Stage One argument.?” 

To respond to this possible objection, it is true that the surface grammar 
of this predicate is negative. But it contains a second negation. Often when 
some expression involves two negatives, the second cancels out the first, as the 
equivalence expressed by the rule of Double Negation prescribes. That rule, 
however, cannot be applied here, because the words “be thought” are inter- 
posed between the two occurrences of “not”. Nevertheless, while those two 
negations do not cancel out formally, there can be no doubt that Anselm un- 
derstands this predicate as strongly positive. As we will see in §7.6, this predi- 
cate can be taken to be a component of an even stronger positive predicate: 
“intensely exists”. To anticipate, to exist intensely is equivalent to existing in 
such a way that the non-existence of what exists is unthinkable. With such a 
positive predicate as “intensely exists’, we could rephrase his doubly negative 
predicate with that positive one, and still be faithful to the text, as we work our 
way through this argument. But that would be an unnecessary complication. 
Having noted that there are mutual implications between these predicates in 
Anselm's usage, we may safely continue our reconstruction of the argument 
using the above definition and thereby stay close to his text. 

A second objection could be brought along similar lines against the appli- 
cability of this definition of Essential Identity. Someone might object that it 
cannot be invoked here, because, unlike the predicate “is in reality”, here the 
predicate being considered, “could not be thought not to exist”, is complex, 
and the application of the definition is restricted to primitive predicates. That 
is also true, but in what sense must the predicates be ‘primitive’? Eder and 
Ramharter do not explain what they mean by “primitive” beyond what we 
noted above, that the properties be positive. While this predicate is complex in 
the sense of containing a number of logical operators, it is not complex in the 
sense of containing a number of different, simpler predicates. We will see that 
allowing this predicate to be a member of the domain over which the defini- 
tion of Essential Identity ranges enables the inferences Anselm draws, with no 
discernible problems. 

There is a third possible objection we need to consider. We can anticipate 
that, just as in our reconstruction of P2, it was provable that existing in reality 


27 Eder & Ramharter (2015), p. 2812. 
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is not an essential property (Kant’s thesis), so applying it here will entail that 
being inconceivably non-existent is not an essential property. Yet Anselm is 
eventually to assert that God so truly exists that he cannot be thought not to 
be; as he says, “of all things, God has being [habes esse] most truly and of all 
things maximally”. So how is that compatible with the implication that being 
inconceivably non-existent is a non-essential property? Has his argument not 
undermined his own objective? 

It might seem so, but we need carefully to work through Anselm’s dialec- 
tical procedure. The situation described is parallel to that we found in Stage 
One. There, he sets off from the Fool’s denial of God’s existence. He does not 
confront that directly, choosing the indirect path of supposing that something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought does not exist. Then, on the basis 
that nevertheless it can be thought that it exists, he proves that it does. It is 
because of his determination to think through the implications of the Fool’s 
challenge that he contemplates the two contradictory possibilities: that that- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists, and that it does not. The di- 
alectic of the argument requires admitting that both those propositions are 
possible thoughts, and therefore, for the purposes of the argument, existing is a 
non-essential property. But then he shows that one of those possible thoughts 
generates a contradiction, and so is necessarily false. 

The same dialectic applies in Stage Two. In order to establish eventually that 
God exists so truly that He could not be thought not to exist, first he has to show 
that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought could not be thought not to 
exist. Since it will not do simply to assert dogmatically that this is so, he repli- 
cates the form of reasoning which worked for him previously. In a way parallel 
to his argument in Stage One, he proves, on the basis that that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought can be thought to be something which could not 
be thought not to exist, that it is so. To do this, he contemplates two possi- 
bilities: that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be thought not 
to exist, and that it could not. The dialectic of this argument requires admit- 
ting that both those possibilities are possible thoughts. But since these two 
possibilities are supposed to be true of things which are essentially the same, 
the fact that one can, and the other could not, be thought not to exist shows 
that being able to be thought not to exist is not one of those properties they 
have in common. But note: that property's being non-essential depends upon 
those contrary suppositions. It is not being asserted as a categorical, indepen- 
dent truth. So, it is legitimate to deploy our amended definition of Essential 
Identity here. 

Having disposed of those possible objections, we may proceed. The notion 
of essential identity has removed the potential problem that Anselm is about 
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to introduce suppositions which are directly contradictory. For it will now be 
possible to re-formulate the third clause (9) of the assumption (6) in terms of 
the essential identity of a and 6. 

In §5.2 we modified a similar premise by invoking the fact that the two 
propositions “x is F” and “Something y is identical to x and y is F” are logically 
equivalent. We can do the same here. So, instead of (9), which said that it can 
be thought that a is something which could not be thought not to exist, that 
same assumption can be stated equivalently as: 


13) It can be thought that 5 is essentially identical to a, modulo the 
§ y 
properties in D, and that 5 is something which could not be thought 
not to exist. 


Anselm’s next step is to suppose that that possible thought asserted in (13) is 
indeed so. That can now be done without incurring the contradiction which 
previously threatened to vitiate the argument. He supposes that what, accord- 
ing to (13), can be thought is in fact the case. This tactic involves deducing 
a relevant consequence from that supposition, and then inferring that that 
consequence can also be thought. By discharging that supposition, he is then 
able to assert validly that his original thought entails that that relevant conse- 
quence can be thought. 
This supposition is: 


(14) 6 is essentially identical to a, modulo the properties in D, and 6 
could not be thought not to exist. 


Since the argument will later appeal to the each of the two conjuncts in (14), 
we need to assert them separately. That is: 


(15) 6 is essentially identical to a, modulo the properties in D. 
(16) 6 could not be thought not to exist. 


It is now obvious how invoking the notion of essential identity avoids the ap- 
pearance that Anselm is simply invoking contradictory suppositions: that a 
can be thought not to exist — as (10) says — and that a could not be so thought. 
His argument is subtler than that explicit contradiction; invoking the notion 
of essential identity is a neat way of exhibiting that subtlety. This becomes 
evident when we conjoin (16) and the supposition (10): 
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(17) 6 could not be thought not to exist, and a can be thought not to 
exist. 


Two significant consequences follow from (17). The first is that from the instan- 
tiation (12) of the definition of Essential Identity, together with (17), it follows 
that, for the purposes of this argument, to be unable to be thought not to exist is 
a non-essential property. This is proved in much the same way as it was proved 
in §5.2 that to be in reality is a non-essential property. From (12) and (15) it fol- 
lows that: 


(18) For all consistent, primitive, and positive properties F, b and a have 
the same properties F, if and only if F is not in the sub-set of non- 
essential properties D. 


Since (18) is said to be true of all properties in the domain P, it is true of being 
unable to be thought not to exist. That is, instantiating (18): 


(19) 5 anda have the same consistent, primitive, and positive properties 
if and only if being unable to be thought not to exist is not a non- 
essential property. 


But if aand b are essentially identical, as (15) says, they have the same essential 
properties. But 6 differs from a in that it has an additional property which a 
lacks. So, it follows from (17) and (19) that: 


(20) To be unable to be thought not to exist is a non-essential property. 
So, reconsidering (15) to take account of (20), it follows that: 


(21) Setting aside the non-essential property of being unable to be 
thought not to exist, b is essentially identical to a. 


So, while it could have been deduced from (19) and (20) that 6 and a do not 
have all the same consistent, primitive, and positive properties, (21) allows us 
to reconsider (19) to set aside the one exception which would have ensured 
that b and a do not have the same consistent, primitive, and positive proper- 
ties, and affirm: 
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(22) Setting aside the non-essential property of being unable to be 
thought not to exist, b has all the same consistent, primitive, and 
positive properties as a has. 


Let us turn now to the second significant consequence which follows from (17). 
Conjoining (17) and the second premise (3) yields: 


(23) 6 could not be thought not to exist, and a can be thought not to 
exist, and to be unable to be thought not to exist is good. 


So, generalizing (23), b has some property, i.e., being unable to be thought not 
to exist, which it is good to have, but a does not. That is the next step required 
for this deduction: 


(24) 6 has some property which it is good to have, which a does not. 


Now, the two propositions (22) and (24) are the two conditions required by 
the same amended definition of the ‘Greater Than’ relation as was deployed 
in reconstructing the Stage One argument. So, it is now timely to invoke the 
definition of ‘Greater Than’ which was invoked in the reconstruction of the 
argument in P2. To recall, it is: 


(25) If Pis the class of consistent, primitive, and positive properties, any- 
thing x is greater than anything y if, and only if, x has all the proper- 
ties in the class P which y has, plus some additional property in P 
which it is good to have, but which y has not. 


Substituting “b” for “x” and “a” for “y” yields the following: 


(26) If Pis the class of consistent, primitive, and positive properties, b is 
greater than a if, and only if, b has all the properties in the class P 
which a has, plus some additional good property in P, but which a 
has not. 


Conjoining the propositions (22) and (24) satisfies the right-hand side of the 
equivalence in (26). So, let us conjoin them: 


(27) Setting aside the non-essential property of being unable to be 
thought not to exist, b has all the same consistent, primitive, and 
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positive properties as a has, and 6 has some property which it is 
good to have, but which a has not. 


Since (27) satisfies the conditions prescribed in (26) for 6 being greater than a, 
that consequence validly follows. That is: 


(28) 6 is greater than a. 


Now, since a can be thought not to exist, and 6 could not be thought not to 
exist, it would be possible to generalize (28) to derive the general principle that 
what could not be thought not to exist is greater than what can be thought not 
to exist. So, when Anselm wrote: 


... quod maius est quam quod non esse cogitari potest 
... which is greater than what can be thought not to exist 


he was anticipating this very consequence. Far from being a premise, that com- 
ment follows from the inferences we have reconstructed. 

This inference has demonstrated that all those commentators, including my 
former self, who have suggested that that clause was hinting at a second prem- 
ise, doubly universal in form, have misunderstood the logic of the argument. 
By comparing that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought with itself under 
different suppositions, Anselm has to be operating with the notion of essential 
identity. And we have already seen in §5.1 that he has a quite general concept 
of the relation of ‘Greater Than’ which he calls upon when considering a num- 
ber of different properties. It is now evident that both those general definitions 
are in play in the course of the argument, so neither of them is specific to the 
issue in question. 

Now, the proposition (28) has been deduced from the premise (2), the as- 
sumption (6*), and the two definitions, given the suppositions (10) and (14) 
which were introduced to articulate his reasoning. Having deduced (28), the 
rule of conditional proof allows us to discharge the supposition (14) by invok- 
ing conditional proof to articulate the fact that (14) implies (28). That is: 


(29) If 5 is essentially identical to a, modulo the properties in D, and 6 
could not be thought not to exist, then b is greater than a. 
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The consequent in (29) can be generalized, which yields: 


(30) If is essentially identical to a, modulo the properties in D, and 6 
could not be thought not to exist, then something is greater than a. 


The next step is to invoke the same modified rule of modal logic as was relied 
upon in P2, his Conceivability Rule. Applying it to (30) yields: 


(31) If it can be thought that b is essentially identical to a, modulo the 
properties in D, and that 6 could not be thought not to exist, then it 
can be thought that something is greater than a. 


Now, proposition (13) said that it can be thought that is essentially identical 
to a, modulo the properties in D, and 6 could not be thought not to exist. So, 
from (13) and (31) it follows by modus ponens that: 


(32) It can be thought that something is greater than a. 


This sub-conclusion (32) contradicts (7), which says that it cannot be thought 
that something is greater than a. Obviously, if something can be thought to 
be greater than a, then a is not that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 
That logical truth can be stated as: 


(33) If it can be thought that something is greater than a, then a is not 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 


Since (33) says that it can be thought that that something is greater than a, the 
consequent of (33) can be validly detached. So, given the sub-conclusion (32), 
it follows that: 


(34) ais not that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 


Now, there is one supposition still in play. I pointed out above that the deduc- 
tion of (28) has been deduced from a set of propositions which includes the 
two suppositions: (10) and (14). We have now discharged supposition (14) in de- 
riving (31). That leaves (31), (32), and (34) all still dependent on the supposition 
(10). So, let use the rule of conditional proof again to discharge that supposi- 
tion. The consequence of doing so is that it would follow just from Anselm's P2 
conclusion (1), the assumption (6*), and the two definitions, that: 
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(35) If a can be thought not to exist, then a is not that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought. 


That proposition (35) cannot be correct. (7), which is the first conjunct of the 
reworded assumption (6*), explicitly asserts that it cannot be thought that 


something is greater than a. Since “a” was introduced as shorthand for “that- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought’, (35) is equivalent to: 


(36) If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be thought 
not to exist, then that very thing than which a greater cannot be 
thought is not that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 


This rather complicated proposition (36) is exactly, word-for-word, how 
Anselm enunciates the crucial step in his Stage Two argument. That that is so 
demonstrates that our reasoning has been closely tracking his. Significantly, 
that conclusion is generated by our making our interpretative hypothesis ex- 
plicit in (2) — and in the assumption (6) which mirrors (5). That we have been 
able to deduce (36) by formulating Anselm’s first premise so as to ensure that 
its subject refers to the subject of the conclusion of P2 supports the correctness 
of that hypothesis. 

Anselm attaches a comment to (36). He says, “...which cannot be consis- 
tent [quod convenire non potest]’. What cannot be consistent is the conse- 
quent of (36). This comment indicates that Anselm is applying to (36) the 
standard rule of inferring possibility across implications. Applying that rule to 
(36) yields: 


(37) If it is possible that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
can be thought not to exist, then it is possible that that very thing 
than which a greater cannot be thought is not that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought. 


But the consequent of (37) is not possible. That is also a logical truth, which it 
is relevant to assert here: 


(38) Itis not possible that that very thing than which a greater cannot be 
thought is not that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 


Since, as (38) says, the consequent of (37) is not possible, then it follows by 
modus tollens that the antecedent of (37) is not just false; it too is impossible. 
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That is, it follows that the supposition (10) that that-than-which-a-greater-can- 
not-be-thought can be thought not to exist is not only false, but also it is neces- 
sarily false, because it is impossible. That is: 


(39) It is not possible that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
can be thought not to exist. 


It is the impossibility of that assumed possibility which Anselm expresses by 
using the subjunctive of the verb when stating the conclusion: 


(40) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought could not be thought 
not to exist. 


That conclusion can now be generalized to remove the exemplar, that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought [i.e., a], which was introduced in the as- 
sumption (6). Doing so yields: 


(41) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought could not be 
thought not to exist. 


In the course of the deduction of (41), all of the suppositions have been dis- 
charged, so the only propositions on which (41) depends are (2) and (6*), and 
the two definitions, and those two definitions are generic, not specific to this 
argument. Now, (6*) is equivalent to (6), and the assumption (6) was intro- 
duced to mirror (5), which conjoined (1) and (4). Since the only difference be- 
tween (5) and (6) is the change in subject from “something-than-which-...” to 
“that-than-which-...”, the conclusion (41) follows as validly from (5) as from (6). 
Therefore, as this rule of inference provides, (41), with its dependence relations 
changed, can be reasserted: 


(42) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought could not be 
thought not to exist. 


While the proposition itself is unchanged, (42) is now dependent on the 
following: 


— the premises, including the two definitions, the rules of inference, and the 
logical truths which entail the conclusion of Stage One; 

— the three logical truths which in §6.3 enable the deduction of the conse- 
quent of the premise (2) from (1): “What is in reality, exists’; “What could 
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be non-existent (quod possit non esse) cannot be what could not be non- 
existent (quod non possit non esse)”; and “The same thing cannot be thought 
of and not thought of at the same time”; and 

— the second implicit premise (3). 


It has now been demonstrated that Anselm has a valid argument, based on 
those premises for this conclusion (42). This result vindicates our interpreta- 
tive hypothesis; Stage Two is built upon Stage One. 

Reading Anselm’s first premise as referring back to the conclusion of Stage 
One has delivered (42) as an interim conclusion. But, as we noted in §6,1, there 
appears to be a gap between (42) and the conclusion he asserts, which inter- 
polates the phrase, “so truly exists that”. In §7.4—§7.6 we will consider how that 
apparent lacuna can be filled. Whether the same result can be achieved from 
adopting one of the alternative translations of his first premise will be exam- 
ined in §7.8. 

It is evident from this reconstruction that Anselm’s argument in Stage Two 
is following the same logic as that manifest in P2. The two arguments thus far 
have the following features in common: 


— Each proceeds by supposing that the conclusion he wants to derive is false, 
and by deducing from that supposition that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought is that than which a greater can be thought. It follows that the 
anticipated conclusion is indeed true. 

— Both deploy a certain mode of existence as a property, in a minimal sense: 
‘existing in reality’ in P2; ‘being unable to be thought not to exist’ in P3. 

— Both imply that, for the purpose of their arguments, the respective proper- 
ties which it can be thought that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
has, and which it is proven to have, are not essential properties. 

— Both assume that those respective properties are good. From those back- 
ground assumptions it follows, by deploying the definitions of Essential 
Identity and of the ‘greater than’ relation, that something can be thought to 
be greater than that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 

— Neither conclusion mentions God. 


Even the differences manifest a certain likeness: 


— Ineach case, the argument is developed in two phases. In Stage One Anselm 
argues that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the 
understanding, because even the Fool is committed to accepting that. 
He then infers from that that it is in reality. In Stage Two, the Stage One 
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argument serves a similar function, since he infers from its conclusion — 
that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in reality — that 
it exists, simpliciter. He then infers from that that it can be thought to be 
something which could not be thought not to exist, and from that he de- 
duces that indeed it is something which could not be thought not to exist. 

— Although both deploy a certain mode of existence as a property, they invoke 
different conceptions of existence, as binary in P2, and as admitting of de- 
grees up to a maximum in P3. 


At the end of Stage Two, it still remains indeterminate who or what is this 
something which exists and could not be thought not to exist. And it is also 
still indeterminate whether there is more than one such being. But as we will 
see, the argument in Stage Two does have the effect of ruling out Gaunilo’s Lost 
Island, since, as Anselm argues vehemently in his Reply, an island, no matter 
how wonderful, is one of those many things which can be thought not to exist. 
But I will leave the discussion of that issue until Chapter 9. 


7-4 The Alleged Missing Premise 


The next issue to address is how Anselm justifies his conclusion that 
“Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought so truly exists that it 
could not be thought not to exist”. He offers no explanation of how he arrives 
at that intensifying phrase. As we noted in §6.1, there is nothing explicit in the 
sentence with which in P3 he introduces his first premise to justify that inter- 
polated phrase. In particular, when that sentence is translated as I have, the 
verb “esse” is understood as meaning “to be’, not “to exist’, so there is no men- 
tion of the existence of anything in the sentence which asserts his major prem- 
ise. And, as noted above, even on the alternative translation, there is nothing in 
that sentence which could justify his concluding that anything actually exists. 
That is why it is necessary to understand the clause in his text as a consequent, 
conditional upon the conclusion of Stage One. While his sentence in P3 does 
not assert that anything exists, interpreting it as a consequent of a conditional 
proposition with the conclusion of Stage One as its antecedent has ensured 
that the existence of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is 
introduced into P3. 

Gregory Schufreider is one of the very few commentators to see aright 
that P3 presupposes P2. He argues that, despite appearances to the contrary, 
Anselm is justified in introducing the phrase “so truly exists” into his conclu- 
sion. He too proposes that Pz not be interpreted as a separate and complete 
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argument to show that God truly exists, despite its ‘title’. Rather, as I also had 
argued, he argues that it has its place as the first stage of such an argument. 
Although he accepts Charlesworth’s translation of Anselm’s first premise in 
this second stage — a translation which does not refer back to P2 — he finds 
other grounds for insisting that in P3 Anselm is presupposing that something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists. 

He explains that, on such a view, the conclusion (42) — that is, Anselm’s in- 
terim conclusion, which does not contain the interpolated phrase, “so truly 
exists that” — would not be understood as following from the reductio ad ab- 
surdum in P3 alone, but rather would follow from the reasoning of P2 and P3 
together. He continues:28 


This means not that we have simply conjoined the conclusion of 11 with 
the conclusion of 111, but that this conclusion follows from a single argu- 
ment which employs Chapter 11 as its first stage. For it is not claimed 
that God truly exists in 11, but only that something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought exists both in the understanding and in reality. Having 
shown that this something which exists both in the understanding and 
in reality cannot be thought not to exist would then allow us to conclude 
that it truly exists. 


Schufreider justifies the insertion of “so truly exists that” by claiming that 
Anselm's conclusion depends on Anselm’s having already proved that some- 
thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists in the understanding 
and in reality. In his view, it is because the P2 conclusion is true that this P3 
conclusion is true. This explanation, however, is not wholly satisfactory. While 
we have seen above that the second conclusion is indeed dependent on the 
first, Schufreider does not demonstrate that dependence; he simply asserts that 
the second conclusion presupposes the first. Also, while this ‘presupposition’ is 
meant to explain how Anselm could have thought it relevant to include the ex- 
istence of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought in his conclu- 
sion to Stage Two, it does not fully explain the occurrence there of the words 
“so truly”. 

Unfortunately, because Schufreider accepts Charlesworth’s mistranslation 
of the sentence which contains Anselm’s first premise, he cannot point to any- 
thing in Anselm’s text which would justify his contention that each of conclu- 
sions of Stages One and Two has the same subject. Consequently, he struggles 
to find textual grounding for his insistence that when we speak of something 


28  Schufreider (1978), p. 51. 
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that cannot be thought not to exist, we are speaking of the same something 
which exists. Despite this, he is one of the few commentators who properly 
understands the relation of P3 to P2. His explanation of Anselm’s interpolation 
of “so truly exists that” would, of course, be on the firmest of footings if he had 
interpreted Anselm’s sentence containing his premise in the way I explored 
in §7.1. For on that reading the first premise of P3 explicitly depends on the 
conclusion of P2 and is entailed by it. All the other translations of that sen- 
tence destroy the logic of Anselm’s argument. 

I am aware of only one other commentator to date who has offered an ex- 
planation of why Anselm’s conclusion contains the phrase, “so truly exists 
that”. In his recent book, Anselm’s Other Argument, David Smith comments 
that this sudden appearance of the notion of existing ‘so truly’ is puzzling from 
the logical point of view. In this connection, Smith discusses Schufreider’s 
insistence that:?9 


It is of the utmost importance to realize that when we speak of some- 
thing that cannot be thought not to exist, we are speaking of something 
that exists. 


He agrees that this claim is true as far as the Proslogion is concerned and finds 
some supporting evidence in the Reply. But he also finds a passage in R5 which 
implies that we can determine that something can be conceived not to exist 
whether or not it actually exists, and hence, presumably, simply on the basis of 
a consideration of a thing’s nature.°° 

Accordingly, Smith seeks a better explanation of Anselm’s interpolating this 
phrase into the conclusion. He argues that:*! 


The only possible explanation for Anselm’s interpolating “so truly is” into 
the conclusion of his argument is that he held (and held it to be obvious) 
that something could not be conceived not to exist only if it exists with a 
superlative degree of ‘truth’. Moreover, the precise construction involving 
the notion of truth which Anselm employs — existing ‘so truly that’ the 
thing cannot be conceived not to exist — indicates that a thing’s existing 
with such truth guarantees that it cannot be conceived not to exist. So 
Anselm is treating the notions of existing with a certain degree of truth 
and of not being conceivably non-existent as mutually entailing. 


29  Schufreider (1978), p. 32. 
30 ~=—- Smith (2014), p. 102. 
31 Smith (2014), p. 88. 


THE SECOND STAGE: EXISTING INTENSELY 189 


There is some equivocation in this passage. In the first sentence quoted above 
Smith says that “something could not be conceived not to exist only if it exists 
with a superlative degree of ‘truth’, yet in the last sentence he expresses the 
mutual entailment as requiring “a certain degree of truth”. Clearly, that ‘certain 
degree’ would have to be high, but that second way of articulating the miss- 
ing premise does not imply that the relevant criterion is the highest degree of 
truth. The point becomes further confusing when, shortly after, Smith articu- 
lates his mutual entailment as requiring a requisite degree of truth: 


If and only if something exists with a requisite degree of truth, it cannot 
be conceived not to exist. 


However, as his discussion proceeds, it becomes clear that Smith is under- 
standing the requisite degree of truth required by his mutual entailment as 
maximal, since his reconstruction of the argument includes a background as- 
sumption which re-expresses that mutual entailment in terms of ‘maximal 
truth’. That is, Smith is proposing that Anselm has adopted, as a background 
assumption, the following: 


(43) If and only if something exists with maximal truth, it cannot be 
conceived not to exist. 


If Anselm is indeed invoking this mutual entailment as a background assump- 
tion, the puzzling lacuna in his argument is very quickly filled. Since Anselm 
has demonstrated at line (42) that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought could not be conceived not to exist, it would follow from (42) and 
Smith’s mutual entailment (43) — given that the requisite degree of truth is 
maximal — that: 


(44) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists with 
maximal truth. 


Furthermore, as Smith emphasizes, the conclusion (44) provides the reason 
why this something cannot be conceived not to exist: it is because it exists 
with maximal truth. Consequently, his reconstruction ends with the following 
conclusion:5? 


32 Smith (2014), p. 94. 
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(45) G [= something than which a greater cannot be conceived] cannot 
be conceived not to exist because it exists with maximal truth. 


Smith explains that (45) is his rendering of Anselm's conclusion: 


(46) Therefore, something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought so 
truly exists that it could not be thought not to exist. 


As he says, “It simply makes explicit the fact that Anselm regards existing with 
specifically maximal truth as what it takes to exist ‘so’ truly”.33 

That, in summary, is Smith’s reconstruction of how Anselm arrives at the 
conclusion he actually asserts. I regard this proposal as a significant contribu- 
tion which points the way to the solution of the puzzle. No-one previously, to 
my knowledge, had discerned that there is a serious lacuna in this argument 
which requires filling, nor had proposed some extra premise is required to jus- 
tify the fact that Anselm eventually attributes to God the supreme mode of 
existence. Smith's mutual entailment does legitimate the conclusion Anselm 
actually asserts. And I agree with Smith that Anselm would accept that all 
these propositions are true. 

But conceding all that, it seems to me that unfortunately, the mutual entail- 
ment, as Smith has formulated it, is not acceptable as a premise. It is so obvi- 
ously designed to fill the lacuna that it is vulnerable to the criticism of being 
ad hoc. Given the way Anselm writes in P3, I have no difficulty in agreeing 
that Anselm is operating in P3 with the Augustinian conception of existence 
as admitting of various degrees. But to claim without further argument that 
things ‘exist with maximal truth’, provided their non-existence is inconceiv- 
able, appears far too much to be a mere gap-filler. For a start, most modern phi- 
losophers would require a great deal of persuasion before agreeing that truth 
admits of degrees, let alone that there is a maximum degree of truth. That large 
issue aside, the desired conclusion follows so immediately that it is too easy for 
a critic to reject that mutual entailment as simply begging the question. 

Even more seriously, it poses a difficulty with respect to the existence of 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. To consider this will re- 
quire a detour. Smith develops this proposal in the context of considering the 
question of whether P3 contains an independent argument for the existence 
of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. (That is why he exam- 
ines so carefully Schufreider’s claim that whenever Anselm considers some- 
thing which cannot be thought not to exist he is always presupposing that it 


33 Smith (2014), p. 95. 
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exists). Accepting for the sake of the argument that Anselm's premise is to be 
understood as asserting, “It is possible to conceive that something exists which 
cannot be conceived not to exist’, Smith’s judgement on that question is a firm: 
“No”. He says, “The whole argument builds upon and presupposes the findings 
of Proslogion II’.3+ His judgement on that question is what leads him to sup- 
port my reading of the premise of this argument, as we noted above. For these 
reasons, he endorses the contention of both Schufreider and myself that this 
Stage Two Argument depends upon Stage One. 

Now, as we have seen, none of the published translations of Anselm's 
opening sentence in P3 which we reviewed in §7.1 contain any reference to 
P2. Nevertheless, those alternative translations abound in the secondary lit- 
erature, and read that way, this sentence appears to introduce a free-standing 
premise which is independent of P2. We will examine later, in §7.9, whether a 
version of this argument, based on this alternative premise, is still able to prove 
the same conclusion (42) as the version we examined in §7.3. If it does, then 
Smith’s mutual entailment would ensure that Anselm has a second argument 
for the existence of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, inde- 
pendently of P2, contrary to what he has so strenuously argued. 

Demonstrating such an unwelcome result is quite straightforward. Let us 
suppose that (42) can still be validly deduced when Anselm’s first premise is 
understood to be: 


For something can be thought to exist which cannot be thought not to 
exist. 


There is nothing in the argument, deduced from that premise, which estab- 
lishes that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists. On this 
interpretation, Anselm’s Stage Two argument would therefore be independent 
of Stage One. If Smith’s proposed mutual entailment (43) about existing with 
maximal truth is also accepted, it would follow that: 


(44) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists with 
maximal truth. 


If this something exists with maximal truth, it exists. Therefore, with Anselm’s 
first premise translated as above, Smith's mutual entailment would ensure 
thatsomething-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists, independently 
of P2. 


34 Smith (2014), p. 107. 
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Clearly, this outcome is inconsistent with Smith’s reading of this P3 argu- 
ment. Indeed, it explains why he argues so vigorously against reading Anselm’s 
first premise as independent of Pz. He does so by challenging the plausibility 
of all those translations which render Anselm’s first premise as not referring to 
anything in P2. He says:35 


... according to [the construal of the argument as independent of P2], 
Anselm helps himself to a premise, and expects his reader to accept as 
a premise — without any supporting argument, so presumably as some- 
thing entirely self-evident — a claim that is extremely strong: namely, that 
we can conceive of something that cannot be conceived not to exist. This 
premise is so strong that it is, I believe, highly unlikely that Anselm would 
simply have asserted it, without support, at this crucial stage of his argu- 
ment as if it were self-evident. 


In support of this, he points to that passage in R5 which appears to undermine 
Schufreider’s claim that whenever Anselm considers something which cannot 
be thought not to exist he is always presupposing that it exists. Anselm says 
there, 


Whatever does not exist, is able not to exist, and what is able not to exist, 
can be thought not to exist. But whatever can be thought not to exist, 
even if it were to exist, is not [anything] than which a greater cannot be 
thought. If it does not exist, then even if it were to exist, it would not be 
[anything] than which a greater cannot be thought. 


As Smith comments, here Anselm supposes that we can determine that some- 
thing can be conceived not to exist whether or not it actually exists.°° A little 
later, he cites the first sentence in the quote above, and comments:?” 


Given this, how could Anselm sensibly have expected his target audience, 
the Fool, to accept wholly from scratch that something (anything) is such 
that it cannot be conceived not to exist? Anselm himself would seem to 
be committed to accepting that the Fool would be wholly justified in re- 
jecting Anselm’s premise until actual existence is established first. 


35 Smith (2014), p. 103. 
36 Smith (2014), p. 102. 
37 Smith (2014), p. 103. 
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I largely agree with Smith about this,3® although we now know that not only 
must we read the initial premise of Stage Two as referring back to the conclu- 
sion of P2, but it is entailed by it. So, there is no longer any need to expend 
intellectual energy arguing over whether, or not, Anselm's Stage Two argument 
depends on Stage One. It manifestly does. 

Nevertheless, I believe that not only is Smith’s mutual entailment too ad hoc, 
and therefore question-begging, but it is also far too strong to be acceptable 
as a premise. Since it is existence-entailing, yet contains no explicit reference 
to Stage One, that mutual entailment needs independent justification. I agree 
with Smith that Anselm does maintain that something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought exists with a high degree of truth, and that its existing with 
such a degree of truth is the ground for its being inconceivably non-existent. 
But it is another question whether there is a missing premise such as the one 
Smith has proposed. If the truth of a premise is conditional upon contextual 
features of the argument in which it occurs, that needs to be made explicit. 
Otherwise, it is not acceptable as a premise. 

There is yet another problem with Smith's reconstruction. He has assumed 
that the ‘requisite degree of truth’ is maximal. But there is nothing in the argu- 
mentation in Stage Two to justify that assumption. When discussing his pro- 
posal, Smith cites a passage from the second half of P3 where, after he has 
identified God with this something, Anselm says to God: 


Therefore, You alone most truly of all, and thus maximally of all [veris- 
sime omnium et ideo maxime omnium], have being [habes esse], because 
whatever is other [than You] does not exist so truly, and for this reason 
has less being. 


It seems that that was the clue which led Smith to speak of ‘existing with maxi- 
mal truth’. But it is premature and improper to import that notion back into 
Stage Two. Uniqueness is implicit in being maximal. Anselm writes the sen- 
tence just quoted after he has stated, in Stage Three, the premise which entails 
that God’s mode of existence is unique. In Stage Two Anselm has not yet es- 
tablished that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is unique, 


38 My one reservation is that, as I argued in §4.6, it was necessary for Anselm to eliminate 
the Fool from his Argument once he has finished the first phase of the argument in P2, 
lest the transition to the second phase be invalid. If I am right about that, the Fool can- 
not play a part in P3, as Anselm’s target audience. I will consider this question again in 
Chapter 9. 
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It might be countered that Anselm’s formula itself implies that if it exists, it 
exists maximally. However, Anselm does not argue for that in Stage Two. And 
rightly so. For he has not yet argued that being such that a greater cannot be 
thought is uniquely exemplified. Although it seems improbable that that for- 
mula could be true of more than one being, Anselm has not demonstrated that 
yet. He is far too sharp a logical thinker to simply gloss over that possibility, 
no matter how remote it might seem. That is why it only becomes established 
that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists maximally 
after Anselm has presented his argument that God, and only God, could not 
be thought not to exist. The argument Anselm presents in Stage Two does not 
establish that being unable to be thought not to exist is true of only one thing, 
nor is there any evidence to suggest that he is assuming that it is unique in 
this respect. Yet Anselm needs the conclusion he asserts, including the phrase 
“exists so truly that’, in order to identify its subject as God and prove that God 
so truly exists that He could not be thought not to exist. In addition to the 
problems exposed above, Smith’s mutual entailment needs amending so that 
it does not appropriate an outcome of Anselm's reasoning which has yet to be 
established, namely that this something exists maximally. 

Beyond all that, Smith’s mutual entailment between existing with a maxi- 
mal degree of truth and being inconceivably non-existent raises the more 
general issue about the relation between what is so and what is inconceiv- 
ably otherwise. For more than the past century there has been intense debate 
amongst philosophers about how to understand propositions ostensibly about 
non-existent things, such as golden mountains, round squares, and flying 
horses. In that context, it has been repeatedly argued that it does not follow 
from something’s being inconceivably otherwise that it is so. Consider Pegasus, 
the flying horse of ancient Greek mythology. Someone knowledgeable about 
Greek mythology might reasonably insist that Pegasus cannot be conceived as 
other than a horse with wings. But that does not entail that Pegasus exists, or 
even that there is a horse with wings — at least, not unless we always add the 
rider: “in Greek mythology”. And many philosophers find such riders unaccept- 
able. Likewise, it is a standard criticism of Anselm’s argument that one cannot 
validly infer from “x cannot be thought of except as existing” that “x exists”. 
Unfortunately, Smith’s mutual entailment would license such an inference. On 
my reading, Anselm is doing no such thing, but adding any background as- 
sumption or implicit premise which provides some condition for something 
to exist to his argument would expose it to that very objection. I believe that 
Smith is well aware of this difficulty; I take his insistence that “the whole argu- 
ment builds upon and presupposes the findings of Proslogion II’ is intended 
to deflect that objection. But if something like his mutual entailment is to be 
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acceptable as a premise, it will have to be amended so as to include that pre- 
supposition as a condition of that mutual entailment. 


75 Intensifying Existence 


Given these many difficulties with Smith’s proposal, we are yet to discern how 
Anselm justifies the interpolation of the phrase “so truly exists that it” into the 
conclusion (42). We must pursue that question further. 

That something could exist more or less truly than others sounds strange to 
modern ears. Nowadays, as I pointed out in §4.5, we almost exclusively think 
of existence as a binary concept. Those commentators who are historically- 
informed have drawn attention to Anselm’s intellectual debt to Augustine, and 
there can be no doubt that Augustine and Anselm had conceptions of truth 
and being very different from those prevailing in modern times. However, I 
will defer discussion of this cognitive dissonance to Chapter u, lest exploring it 
here takes us too far from Anselm’s text. 

Other than Smith, one of the few commentators to take this graduated con- 
ception of truth seriously is Anselm Stolz, in an article first published in 1933. 
Stolz argued that it is this exalted sense of the truest and maximal mode of 
being that Anselm means when he uses the phrase “truly exists [vere esse]”. 
Stolz insists:39 


Vere esse does not mean “real existence’, in the sense that other things 
outside God have real existence. Rather, it designates a very definite kind 
of real being, which we experience through faith from God. It denotes an 
existence of such reality that it cannot ever be conceived as not existing. 


Consequently, Stolz argued that there is no trace of a proof of God's existence 
in the Proslogion. That claim is clearly wrong; it is indisputable that Anselm 
described the conclusion of his proof of God’s existence in terms of “vere esse”. 
Nevertheless, it is manifest that Anselm does have, alongside the binary con- 
ception of existence which the logic of his confronting the Fool’s denial re- 
quired in P2, another conception of existence as admitting of degrees, up to a 
maximum. 


39 —_ Stolz (1933/1968), p. 187. 
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Smith disputes Stolz’s interpretation of Anselm’s use of “vere esse”. In regard 
to the passage quoted above, where Anselm asserts that God possesses being 
“most truly of all and thus maximally of all”, Smith comments that:4° 


Not only does Anselm’s employment of these phrases, which certainly 
do express eternal existence, not imply that “truly exists” expresses it, if 
anything they imply the opposite, since they appear to be strengthenings 
or intensifications of it. 


He therefore comes to a conclusion which is the very opposite of Stolz’s 
claim: 


Anselm never uses “truly exists” to express specifically eternal existence. 
When he does use it, it merely expresses actual existence. 


Smith finds that elsewhere “truly” is Anselm's absolutely standard term for ac- 
tually or really, as in “Thus You are truly percipient, omnipotent, merciful and 
impassable just as You are living, wise, good, blessed, eternal and whatever it 
is better to be than not to be” (Pi). Indeed, in P4, Anselm often uses the word 
“truly” in a way that means simply “it is true that”: 


If he has truly — or rather, because he has truly — both thought it, since 
he has said it in his heart, and not said it in his heart, since he could not 
think it, something is not said in the heart or thought in only one way. 


My judgement on this dispute is that there is some right on both sides. It is a 
fact that Anselm never writes “Deus est in re”. To that extent, Stolz is correct in 
denying that Anselm ever says that God has ‘real existence, in the sense that 
other things outside God have real existence. But Anselm does assert that God 
exists, simpliciter. And I agree with Smith, against Stolz, that when Anselm 
speaks of God’s existing as ‘most truly and thus maximally’, that is a strength- 
ening or intensification of the concept of existence, not a different concept 
altogether. 

Nevertheless, pace Smith, it seems to me that it is also not quite right to say 
that Anselm’s use of “truly exists” merely expresses actual existence, if by that 
is meant the binary conception of existence. Sometimes he does use “truly” in 


40 = Smith (2014), p. 8. Actually, Smith reports Anselm as saying this about that than which a 
greater cannot be conceived, but that is a slip; the subject of Anselm’s sentence is “You”. 
41 Smith (2014), p. 10. 


THE SECOND STAGE: EXISTING INTENSELY 197 


that sense, to mean “it is true that ...”, as in the sentence from P4 quoted above. 
But in other passages it seems to me that his use of “truly” means more than 
that. When he uses expressions such as “truly exists” and “truly good”, I take 
him not only to be adding emphasis, but also to be saying that the existence 
or goodness in question is intense. Smith would probably not disagree with 
this observation, since he agrees that the superlative “most truly” involves ‘a 
strengthening or intensification’ of “exists”. 

That interpretation accords with the key passage where Anselm says that 
God “has being most truly of all”. And there is a very Augustinian paragraph in 
P22, where Anselm writes: 


You alone then, Lord, are what You are, and You are who You are. For that 
which is one thing in its totality and another in its parts, and in which 
something is subject to change, is not entirely what it is .... You truly are 
what You are, because whatever You are at some time and in some way, 
this You are wholly and always. 


That this is Augustinian is evident in many passages in Augustine’s writing. For 
instance, in his Tractate on the Gospel of John, Augustine writes:*2 


for anything, whatever in short be its excellence, if it is changeable, does 
not truly exist (non vere est); for there is no true existence wherever non- 
existence has also a place. 


It is important to recognize that using “truly” as an intensifier to strengthen 
“exists” is not incompatible with also using “exists” to express the binary con- 
ception of existence. We saw in §6.2 that “exists in reality” - which expresses 
the binary conception of existence — implies “exists”, simpliciter. It might seem 
that the Augustinian conception of existence, as admitting of degrees, is quite 
different from the binary conception, which excludes any middle between 
“does” and “does not”. But there is no need to think that. Consider this anal- 
ogy. We can describe something as having a certain colour, say blue, and being 
blue excludes having some other colour, say yellow. But things which are all 
coloured the same shade of blue can nevertheless be more or less blue; some 
are ‘bluer’ than some others. A new pair of jeans can be, as we say, ‘very blue’ 
But over time parts of the jeans fade. The faded parts retain the same shade 
of blue, but much less of it; they have become ‘paler’. To express that in the 
technical terms familiar to professional photographers and art printers, such 


42 Augustine: Tract. 38, par. 10. 
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items have different degrees of ‘saturation’ of the same ‘hue’. In the same way, 
the Augustinian conception of existence as admitting of degrees is compatible 
with speaking of things as either existing or not. 

Therefore, Anselm can claim that because something is in reality, it exists, 
and also claim that it exists to a higher or lesser degree than other things — that 
is, ‘more or less truly’. Setting aside the Christian doctrine that the existence 
of any creature is contingent on God’s choosing to create it, it is still the case 
that not all the things which exist contingently have the same ‘hold’ on exis- 
tence. In the case of every worldly thing, there was a time when it did not exist, 
and at some later time it exists no more, but the ability of such things to keep 
on existing is not equally strong. The point is, their existing at all, and their 
ceasing to exist, is conditional on factors other than themselves. So long as 
they survive, they exist in somewhat fragile and vulnerable states. And some 
things are more or less vulnerable than others. For example, someone with 
a weak immune system is more vulnerable to fatal infections, and therefore 
has a weaker ‘hold’ on existence, than someone with a strong immune system. 
That the strength of something’s ability to keep on existing varies from time to 
time, and varies amongst existing things from one to another, is true of every- 
thing which exists in this world, and therefore make sense of the Augustinian 
conception of there being degrees of existence. When we reflect more deeply, 
that some things could exist more or less intensely than others does not seem 
so strange an idea, after all. 

So, while Stolz is not right in saying that “vere esse” only ever means an ex- 
istence of such reality that it cannot ever be conceived as not existing, that 
phrase does on occasion express something stronger than the bare fact of ex- 
isting, as opposed to not existing. Stolz is also right to detect that in P3 Anselm 
invokes this Augustinian conception of truth, as Smith agrees. To understand 
Anselm's Argument, we have to acknowledge that he deploys both these ways 
of thinking about existence: the radical binary conception of existence, which 
something either simply has or does not have, and the Augustinian conception 
of existence as admitting of degrees. Having established in P2 that something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists in the binary sense, Anselm 
then infers that it exists, simpliciter, and enriches and strengthens that claim 
by invoking the Augustinian conception in P3. As I have argued above, these 
two conceptions are not inconsistent, since the Augustinian conception can 
be understood as the intensified mode of existence, simpliciter. 

Nevertheless, there is some tension between the two. For example, in 
Monologion 28, Anselm had argued that the Supreme Spirit can in no way be 
understood either to have begun from non-being, or to be able to undergo any 
falling away into non-being. He asks rhetorically, 
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Is not its existence alone justifiably understood to be simple, complete, 
and absolute? But surely what exists so unqualifiedly and what alone is 
in every respect complete, simple, and absolute can in a certain respect 
rightly be said alone to exist. On the other hand, surely whatever through 
the above reasoning is known not to exist in an unqualified sense, and 
completely, and absolutely, but to exist scarcely at all, or almost not to 
exist, is in a certain respect rightly said not to exist. 


But then he remembers the implications of the doctrine of creation, which I 
have suggested was arguably the origin of the binary conception of existence. 
At any rate, that doctrine does strongly imply that the binary concept of exis- 
tence is properly applicable to, and only to, what has been created. So, Anselm 
retreats from saying that what does not exist unqualifiedly may be said not to 
exist, hastily adding: “Nevertheless, created things do not altogether lack exis- 
tence, since from nothing they have been made something through this Spirit, 
which alone exists absolutely”. 


7.6 Deducing Anselm’s Actual Conclusion 


This notion of existing intensely takes us some way towards understanding 
why Anselm would have thought it appropriate to insert “so truly exists that it” 
into his conclusion (42). But we still not have discerned how he validly deduces 
that stronger form of this conclusion. Is there, as Smith proposes, a missing 
premise? Or does Anselm already have to hand the conceptual ingredients re- 
quired to justify that interpolation? 

I submit that the latter is the case. If, but only if, my reconstruction of his 
Stage Two argument is correct, by the time he has deduced the interim conclu- 
sion (42) he has established all he needs to justify the conclusion he asserts, as 
we will see shortly. On my reconstruction of his argument, there is no missing 
premise. But I have found that suggesting that Anselm’s reasoning here is guid- 
ed by a third background principle helps to render his reasoning transparent. 
The background principle I am about to suggest does not introduce any new 
concepts. So, it is not a new premise in any way other than it occupies a line in 
the deduction. Rather, it brings together conceptual ingredients he has already 
to hand in a way which facilitates the reconstruction of his argument. 

I have indicated that it is not necessary to introduce a new premise to expli- 
cate Anselm’s reasoning, And it is premature to invoke the notion of existing 
maximally when explicating Anselm’s reasoning in Stage Two. But the gist of 
Smith’s proposal that Anselm reasoning here is guided by a mutual entailment 
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can be reformulated in a way not vulnerable to the objections we found 
in §7.5. The potential objections I have raised there would not arise if it could 
be confirmed that Anselm subscribes to a quite general background principle, 
which neither begs the question about existence, nor about being maximal. 
Fortunately, there is considerable evidence which indicates that Anselm does 
subscribe to such a principle. Just as Eder & Ramharter proposed two mutual 
entailments as definitions to clarify how Anselm is reasoning, so I am suggest- 
ing that he operates with a third definition, which also has the form of a mu- 
tual entailment. 

Time and again, Anselm describes God as having some attribute supremely. 
The example cited above — of God’s existence being maximal of all — is not 
the sole occasion where he invokes the idea of having some property with a 
high degree of intensity. Subsequently in the Proslogion, he says much the 
same about many other divine attributes. He says that God is “supremely good” 
(P5, Pg, P11), “more truly omnipotent” (P7), “totally just and supremely just” 
(Pg, P11), “uniquely unlimited and eternal” (P14), and “supreme and inaccessi- 
ble light” (P16). We have also noted some of his many references to God as ‘the 
Supreme Truth’, and in the Monologion there are yet other attributes which he 
says the supreme being exemplifies supremely. Since Anselm is about to iden- 
tify something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought with God in Stage 
Three, had he found it necessary, he could thereafter run through parallel ar- 
guments with respect to each of these attributes, showing that not only is God 
good, true, just, omnipotent, etc., but also that He could not be thought to be 
bad, untrue, unjust, etc. Indeed, in Pg he explicitly mounts such an argument, 
with a rhetorical question: 


Is it because You are just that You are so good, that You cannot be under- 
stood to be better, and act so powerfully, that You cannot be thought to 
be more powerful? 


Since Anselm does justify in Stage Three that God, and only God, has being 
maximally, such arguments would show with equal force as in P3 that these 
attributes are ones which God has very intensely. And then there is the oft- 
repeated claim, both in the Proslogion and his Reply, that God is “whatever it is 
better to be than not to be”. That shows that Anselm is amenable to principles 
which apply across many attributes. 

To be clear, I have not cited these passages in order to argue for reinstating 
in Stage Two the idea of existing maximally. To show that God has some prop- 
erty maximally, Anselm needs to show that two criteria are satisfied: (a) that 
God has that property intensely, and (b) that nothing else has that property as 
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intensely as God does. It is that second criterion which must await Stage Three. 
I have cited these passages because they show that existing is not the only at- 
tribute which Anselm understands to be had intensely. He manifestly has a 
general principle in mind, which is highly relevant to the present issue. That is, 
I submit that we can discern in Anselm’s texts a principle concerning having 
some property intensely which does not beg any questions about existence, 
nor about having any property maximally. 

It would help clarify how Anselm is reasoning if we could express more 
precisely this notion of having some property intensely. I submit that there is 
more than enough in the evidence cited above to propose that Anselm could 
well be operating in the first half of P3 with the following definition of Being 
Intensely in mind: 


(47) If, and only if, anything which has some property cannot be thought 
not to have that property, it has that property intensely. 


Since this definition applies not only to existence, but to other properties as 
well, it neither begs the question about existence, nor about being maximal. 
The following expresses this in a more formal way: 


(47*) For anything x, and any primitive, positive property F, if and only 
if x is F, and x cannot be thought not to be F, then x is intensely F. 


Before he is finished, Anselm will demonstrate that this definition applies to 
only one being: that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and therefore 
only to God. But that uniqueness claim is not implied by either (47), or its 
reformulation (47*). 

If the definition (47) is indeed one of Anselm's background principles, his 
appeal to it would be neither ad hoc, nor question-begging, on the issue of 
existence — or truth, or goodness, or justness, or whatever — since it has much 
wider application than each of those properties. In recommending that 
Smith’s insight needs to be reformulated as (47), I reaffirm that Smith has 
made a significant contribution by recognizing that there is need for an ex- 
planation of how Anselm might have come to insert “so truly exists that it...” 
into his conclusion. While I do not find Smith’s mutual entailment satisfactory 
as a premise, the definition of Being Intensely immediately implies a mutual 
entailment which enables Anselm to gather together the conceptual ingredi- 
ents he needs to deduce his conclusion. The efficacy of that principle quickly 
becomes obvious once we instantiate (47*) with “that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot be-thought” for “x”, and “exists” for “F’. Doing that yields: 
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(48) If and only if that-than-which-a-greater-cannot be-thought exists, 
and cannot be thought not to exist, then it exists intensely. 


Our background principle thus supplies a definition of existing intensely, 
which is saw in the previous section is precisely what Anselm requires. (48) 
is similar to Smith’s proposed mutual entailment about existing with maxi- 
mal truth but differs in two respects. Firstly, (48) is a consequence of (47), not 
a premise. And secondly, unlike Smith’s proposal, neither (47), nor its corol- 
lary (47*), implies that a exists; rather, a’s existence becomes a condition which 
must be satisfied in order that a can be said to exist intensely. 

Having found a general principle which could justify the implication in 
Anselm’s conclusion that its subject exists intensely, we are now ready to re- 
turn to the question: What might justify the reference to truth in the phrase 
“so truly exists that” in his Stage Two conclusion? For (47) to be useful, we need 
to show that Anselm has already all he needs to establish that its anteced- 
ent is true. And he can, because the conclusion of Stage One establishes that 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists, and Stage Two’s premise 
follows from that very fact and establishes at line (40) that that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot be-thought cannot be thought not to exist. So, given (48), the 
definition of existing intensely, Anselm is able to deduce that that-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot be-thought exists intensely. 

Let me articulate that inference step-by-step. Because we incorporated 
Anselm's P2 conclusion into the first premise (2) in Stage Two, and we then 
assumed at line (6) a similar proposition the subject of which was that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, Anselm’s reasoning in Stage Two includes, 
at line (8), the following: 


a [i.e., that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought] is both in the un- 
derstanding and in reality. 


And it was proved, in §5.4 at line (59) that: 
(49) If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the under- 
standing, then if it is also in reality, then it is necessary that it is in 


reality. 


Since the two antecedents in (49) are equivalent to their conjunction, it fol- 
lows from (8) and (49) that: 


(50) It is necessary that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is 
in reality. 
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Now in §6.2 we showed that Anselm accepts that whatever is in reality, exists. 
So, it follows from that implication and (50) that: that: 


(51) It is necessary that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
exists. 


Now, towards the end of §7.3, we noted that Anselm derives at line (36) a prop- 
osition with the same contradictory consequence as he had in P2, namely: 


If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be thought not to 
exist, then that very thing than which a greater cannot be thought is not 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 


From the impossibility of that consequent, it followed on line (39) above that: 


(52) It is not possible that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
can be thought not to exist. 


Anselm expressed that impossibility of that capacity by writing in line (40) 
that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought could not be thought not to 
exist, with the verb “can” in the subjunctive mood. But instead of expressing 
(39) that way, he could, with equal justification, have drawn a different con- 
clusion from (53). Since “it is not possible ...” is equivalent to “it is necessary 
that ... not ...”, (54) is equivalent to: 


(53) It is necessary that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
cannot be thought not to exist. 


Because (51) and (53) have the same subject, it is valid to conjoin their predi- 
cates. That is: 


(54) It is necessary that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
exists, and that it cannot be thought not to exist. 


Now it is a logical truth that, where “p” stands for any proposition, the modal 
proposition, “it is necessary that p” is equivalent to “it is necessarily true that p”. 
So, it follows that (54) is equivalent to: 


(55) It is necessarily true that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought exists, and that it cannot be thought not to exist. 
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So, having derived (55), it follows from (48) and (55) that: 


(56) It is necessarily true that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought exists intensely. 


We can now replicate the manoeuvre Smith made at a comparable step. Not 
only does the conclusion (56) follow from (48) and (55), but since (48) is a mu- 
tual entailment, it also follows from (48) and (56) that: 


(57) Because it is necessarily true that that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought exists intensely, it could not be thought not to 
exist. 


This proposition (57) can be generalized, yielding: 


(58) Because it is necessarily true that something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought exists intensely, it could not be thought not to 
exist. 


And it seems a quite reasonable way of expressing that conclusion (58) is by 
asserting: 


(59) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought so truly exists 
that it could not be thought not to exist. 


There is the conclusion Anselm claims as following from his Stage Two argu- 
ment. It has now been demonstrated that Anselm is entitled to interpolate “so 
truly exists that it ...” into his interim conclusion (42), because it follows from 
the fact that the conclusions of Stage One and (42) are both necessarily true. 
It is arguable that there is no need to invoke (47) as a background principle in 
order to deduce his actual Stage Two conclusion. Anselm could have deduced 
(57) without invoking (48), the definition of existing intensely. But that cor- 
ollary of (47) does render his introduction of the Augustinian conception of 
existence more transparent. Moreover, because (48) is a mutual entailment, it 
enables (57) and (58) to be deduced from (55), thus explaining how he came to 
express his conclusion as he did. 

One final step is required. The conclusion (59) has been deduced from a set 
of propositions which includes the assumption (6). Now, in §7.3 the conclu- 
sion (41) was also deduced from the assumption (6). Because (41) did not con- 
tain a, nor did a appear in any of the propositions on which (41) depended, it 
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was valid to re-assert (41) as following from (5). The same situation occurs here. 
Therefore, it is valid to re-assert (59) as following from (5). That is: 


(60) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought so truly exists 
that it could not be thought not to exist. 


But (5) was itself deduced from Anselm's P2 conclusion (1), and his two 
premises (2) and (3). And it became evident in the previous chapter that his 
first premise (2) is itself derived from the conclusion of Stage One plus the 
two premises concerning implications which were invoked in Chapter 6. 
Consequently, the valid deduction of Anselm’s conclusion (60) now depends 
upon all of the following: 

The two facts and the implicit premise of Stage One: 


— The fact that Anselm says, “We believe You to be something than which 
nothing greater can be thought’; 

— The fact that when Anselm says, “We believe You to be something than 
which nothing greater can be thought’, he understands what he says; 

— The implicit premise: To be in reality is good. 


The three logical truths invoked in Stage One: 


— What is understood is in the understanding; 

— If what is thought of and understood is the thing itself, then it is possible 
that it exists; 

— Itis not possible that something can be thought to be greater than that same 
thing than which a greater cannot be thought. 


plus the two definitions: of Essential Identity; and of the ‘Greater Than’ rela- 
tion; plus the three additional premises involved in the transition from Stage 
One to Stage Two: 


— The background assumption: Whatever is in reality, exists. 

— The logical truth: What could be non-existent (quod possit non esse) cannot 
be what could not be non-existent (quod non possit non esse). 

— The logical truth: The same thing cannot be thought of and not thought of 
at the same time. 


plus the second premise proposed in Stage Two: 


— The implicit premise: To be unable to be thought not to exist is good. 
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Additionally, to facilitate the deduction, it was convenient to invoke a gen- 
eral principle which implied, as a corollary, a definition of existing intensely. 
Strictly speaking, that definition was not necessary, since Anselm has to hand 
all the elements required for deducing his Stage Two conclusion. That general 
principle states: 


— Anything which has some primitive, positive property, has that property in- 
tensely if and only if it also cannot be thought not to have that property. 


Surveying that list of premises, it is remarkable how innocuous they are. 

This argument not only achieves for Anselm the conclusion he was seeking, 
but it also reorientates it. It starts out from being about what can and cannot 
be thought, but draws a conclusion grounded not in thought, but in the do- 
main of existence. Smith rightly comments:*3 


Unlike the notion of being inconceivably non-existent, Anselm’s notion 
of existing with such ‘truth’ is not even in part an epistemic notion, but is 
purely ontological. It is solely a matter of the manner in which something 
exists, or its mode of existence. 


This reorientation, which occurs in Stage Two, thus parallels the way the argu- 
ment in P2 moved out of the domain of the understanding into the domain of 
existence. Both arguments start from what can be thought of and reach sig- 
nificant conclusions about what exists. But the conclusion of Stage Two, brings 
about a crucial reversal. Although the order of the argumentation is from the 
domain of thought to the domain of existence, the ontological priority is the 
other way around. 


7.7 Universalizing the Conclusion 
We have been able to reconstruct Anselm's Stage Two argument and found 


that, expressing what Anselm has already proved in terms of a plausible back- 
ground definition, he succeeds in validly deducing his stated conclusion: 


43 Smith (2014), p. 89. 
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Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought so truly exists that 
it could not be thought not to exist. 


David Smith has observed, however, that Anselm could have drawn an even 
stronger conclusion than that. Instead of his conclusion being about ‘some- 
thing’, he could have concluded that whatever is such that a greater cannot be 
thought so truly exists that it could not be thought not to exist. 

Normally, it would not be legitimate to turn a conclusion about something 
into a conclusion about everything. But in this case, the inference from “some- 
thing” to “everything” is indeed valid. To see this, we need to note that, at line 
(57) in the previous section, it was deduced that: 


(61) Because it is necessarily true that that-than-which-a-greater-can- 
not-be-thought exists intensely, it could not be thought not to exist. 


That sub-conclusion depended on a number of propositions, only one of 
which mentioned that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, name, the 
assumption on line (6). So, by conditional proof, it is true that: 


(62) If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is both in the un- 
derstanding and in reality, and can be thought to be something 
which could not be thought not to exist, then because it is neces- 
sarily true that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists 
intensely, it could not be thought not to exist. 


Generalizing the antecedent of (61), it follows that: 


(63) If something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is both in 
the understanding and in reality, and it can be thought to be some- 
thing which could not be thought not to exist, then because it is 
necessarily true that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
exists intensely, it could not be thought not to exist. 


The first conjunct in that antecedent is, of course, the conclusion of Stage 
One, and that conclusion entailed the consequent of what I have argued is the 
major premise of Stage Two. That enabled the whole antecedent of (63) to be 
deduced at line (5) above. So, the consequent of (63) can be detached: 


(64) Because it is necessarily true that that-than-which-a-greater-can- 
not-be-thought exists intensely, it could not be thought not to exist. 
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That proposition does not depend on any premise which mentions that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, so it can legitimately be universalized 
thus: 


(65) Because it is necessarily true of whatever is such-that-a-greater-can- 
not-be-thought that it exists intensely, it could not be thought not 
to exist. 


In the previous section we understood that reason for being unable to be 
thought not to exist justifying Anselm's conclusion that something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists so truly that it could not be thought 
not to exist. Likewise here, (65) justifies: 


(66) Whatever is such-that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought so 
truly exists that it could not be thought not to exist. 


So, Smith’s observation is correct; Anselm’s Stage Two conclusion can be uni- 
versalized, so that it is true of could have concluded that whatever is such that 
a greater cannot be thought. 

A reader might wonder why it is relevant to demonstrate that Anselm could 
have deduced his conclusion in this universal form, since he will go on to argue 
that there is only one being of whom his formula is true, namely God. But we 
will see in the next chapter that this universalized version of Anselm’s Stage 
Two conclusion could play a role in Stage Three. One of the inferences Anselm 
appears to be making there is in danger of being invalid, were this universal- 
ized variant of his Stage Two conclusion not be available. 


7.8 The Argument with the Alternative Premise 


I noted in §3.5 and §6.3 that philosophical interest in Anselm’s argument was 
quickened in the 1960s when Norman Malcolm* and Charles Hartshorne*® 
independently proposed that an argument for the existence of God could be 
extracted from the sentence in which Anselm announces his premise, when 
that sentence is translated and interpreted as independent of the argument 
in P2. As we have seen, when translated and interpreted that way, it is not the 
premise which Anselm intended. 


44 Malcolm (1960). 
45 Hartshorne (1962). 
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In Malcolm's presentation, this argument further interprets Anselm as 
claiming in this passage that “A being whose nonexistence is logically impos- 
sible is greater than a being whose nonexistence is logically possible”. He then 
claims that necessary, or non-contingent, existence is part of our concept of 
God. That is not a sound inference. Theologians do sometimes speak of God 
in ways which imply that He cannot not exist — and Anselm is one of them — 
but they are not saying that “God exists” is a logically necessary proposition. 
They are speaking of an ontological, or metaphysical necessity. Nevertheless, 
from these two propositions, together with the admission, which he believed 
we must make, that it is at least possible that God should exist, it follows that 
God does exist. As Smith comments, this is one version of what has come to be 
known as the Modal Ontological Argument.*® 

While the philosophical consensus which soon crystalized from the ensuing 
flurry of critical comment was that these proposals were implausible, a more 
important question is left over from that debate. That question is: Is there an 
argument in P3 which is independent of P2? 

If there is such an argument, it cannot proceed from the premise (2) in §7.3. 
For that is the premise which Anselm has inferred from the conclusion of 
Stage One. Anyone who interprets the first half of P3 as containing an argu- 
ment independent of P2 must therefore choose one of the other translations 
of Anselm’s sentence, which I dismissed in §7.1. And, of course, if the premise 
is not that which Anselm inferred from the conclusion of Pz, it no longer is 
justified. 

As we saw, Eugene Fairweather and Max Charlesworth translate that sen- 
tence as: 


(67) For something can be thought to exist which cannot be thought not 
to exist. 


A number of other translators render it somewhat differently, as an impersonal 
proposition, along the lines of: 


(68) For there can be thought to exist [or: it is possible to think that there 
exists] something which cannot be thought not to exist. 


Jasper Hopkins says that his sense of (67) is to take it as ‘tantamount’ to (68), 
which is his own preferred way of translating it.*” So, let us take that alternative 


46 Smith (2014), p. 3. 
47. Hopkins (1986), p. 310. 
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translation as Anselm’s first premise, and see whether Anselm’s conclusion still 
follows. 

If that is Anselm’s premise, it neither presupposes nor implies that some- 
thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists; it rather speaks of 
something which can be thought to exist. Furthermore, there is nothing in this 
premise to ensure that this something which cannot be thought not to exist is 
the same thing as was shown in Pz to be in reality, although it turns out that 
both would be such that a greater cannot be thought. Those are two serious 
problems with this translation. 

Still, we are interested to find out whether Anselm can still deduce his 
conclusion if something like (68) expresses its first premise. The differences 
amongst the various translations are minor, so let us take Hopkins’ and Logan’s 
translation of this sentence as the first premise: 


(69) It can be thought that there exists something which cannot be 
thought not to exist. 


To derive any conclusions from (69), once again it is necessary to introduce 
an assumption which mirrors (69), except that its subject is an exemplary in- 
stance of that something. Like before, let us call name this something “b”. With 
that abbreviation, the assumed premise has to be: 


(70) It can be thought that 6 exists, and that b cannot be thought not to 
exist. 


We noted in in §7.3 above that Anselm typically deploys the argumentative 
tactic of supposing that what can be thought is in fact the case, and then, hav- 
ing deduced a relevant consequence from that supposition, inferring that that 
consequence can also be thought. He then uses conditional proof to discharge 
that supposition, thereby deriving a conditional proposition. Next, he invokes 
the conditional corollary of his Conceivability Rule to show that what he origi- 
nally said could be thought, entails that the relevant consequence can also be 
thought. Thus, he proves that the consequence can be thought is entailed by 
what he originally said can be thought. He executed a similar manoeuvre in 
P2, as well as in this P3 argument, which I articulated in §7.3 above, at line (13). 

Accordingly, let us suppose that what (70) says can be thought is in fact the 
case, even though, given this alternative premise, it cannot be assumed that 5 
is essentially identical to a. So, let us suppose that: 


(71) 6 exists, and 6 cannot be thought not to exist. 
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But assuming (71) according to the general principle (47) which I proposed 
in §7.7 as defining when anything has a property intensely, the proposition (71) 
immediately entails not only that 6 exists, but that it exists intensely! So, this 
alternative premise (69) is asserting unconditionally and without the slightest 
justification, that it can be thought that there exists something which exists 
intensely! It will turn out that (71) is equivalent to assuming that God exists. As 
we noted in §7.4, David Smith regards (69) as so strong an assumption as to be 
quite unacceptable as a premise, unless it has already been established that 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists — and no wonder. It 
is just as well that the assumption (71) will eventually be discharged. 

Let us press on. Presumably, this alternative version of the argument will in- 
voke a reductio ad absurdum in the same way as did the reconstruction in §7.4. 
Accordingly, let us introduce, just for the sake of the argument, exactly as we 
did before, the opposite of what he wants to deduce, namely: 


(72) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be thought not 
to exist. 


It is notable that, on this alternative interpretation, Anselm’s formula has to 
be introduced in an assumption which will be negated, but given that neither 
premise mentions that thing, there is no other way of introducing it into the 
argument. 

Once again, an abbreviation would provide easier reading, but we are not 
entitled here to use “a” as shorthand for “that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought’, as we did in §7.3. That is because, on this reading, the argument 
in P3 does not presuppose the argument in P2, so it cannot be presumed that 
the subject of (72) is the same ‘something’ as figured in the P2 argument. 
Consequently, we have to choose a different abbreviation for “that-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought” in this reconstruction. So, let us here substitute 
“c’ as shorthand for “that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. Choosing 


“an 


c” expresses (72) as: 
(72*) c can be thought not to exist. 
Now, from (71) and (72*) it follows that: 
(73) ¢ can be thought not to exist, and 6 cannot be thought not to exist. 


That proposition (73) has the same form as the proposition on line (17) in §7.3. 
But now it is not possible to proceeding as before; it is not possible to invoke 
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the definition of ‘Greater Than’, since no grounds are available to fulfil the 
condition required by that definition, that setting aside not being able to be 
thought not to exist, b and c have the same properties. In §7.3 we were able to 
ensure that by introducing “b” as naming something essentially identical to a, 
but we cannot do that here. For, according to the reading of the premise we are 
currently considering, 6 is simply something-or-other which can be thought 
to exist and cannot be thought not to. c’s relation to a is at this stage quite 
indeterminate. 

So, this reading needs some other way of comparing the greatness of these 
putative things. It can only do that by interpreting Anselm’s sentence as con- 
taining two premises: something like (69), and another extracted from the 
clause “which is greater than what can be thought not to exist”. Many com- 
mentators (including my former self) have assumed that Anselm intends that 
clause to be asserting a second premise, rather than a comment noting a con- 
sequence which follows from the first clause. As we observed in §7.3, this al- 
leged background premise is then usually interpreted as a doubly universal 
proposition, namely: 


(74) Whatever cannot be thought not to exist is greater than anything 
which can be thought not to exist. 


When Anselm’s text is interpreted this alternative way, that 6 is greater than c 
follows immediately from (73) and (74), although there is nothing in the argu- 
ment to justify either the premise (69), nor the assumed premise (74). To pro- 
pose a premise which immediately entails such a significant conclusion is far 
too ad hoc to be acceptable. This differs significantly from the interpretation 
presented in §7.3. There, that 5 is greater than a was deduced from a premise 
Anselm had justified together with a far less question-begging second premise 
and a definition of “Greater Than”. It is surely more plausible that the second 
clause in Anselm’s sentence be justified by his argument, rather than be direct- 
ly entailed by a background premise invented by an interpreter. Clearly, some 
background principle is required. But the double universal of (74) is far more 
tendentious than the definition of ‘Greater Than’ and the background assump- 
tion I suggested in §7.3, which says simply that to be unable to be thought not 
to exist is good. That, in itself, is a good enough reason for not preferring this 
alternative interpretation of Anselm’s premise. 

Nevertheless, on this alternative interpretation, from (73) and the presumed 
second premise (74) it is possible to deduce a consequence like the proposition 
(27) deduced in §7.3. Here, instead of “b is greater than a’, what follows is: 
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(75) bis greater than c. 


Now, the deduction of (75) has been deduced from a set of propositions which 
includes (69). So, by conditional proof, it follows from (69) and (75) that: 


(76) If 6 exists, and 6 cannot be thought not to exist, then 5 is greater 
than c. 


And the subject of the consequent in (76) can be generalized so that it follows 
that: 


(77) If 6 exists, and 6 cannot be thought not to exist, then something is 
greater than c. 


At this point, as before, we can call on Anselm's Conceivability Rule. Applying 
that rule to (77), it follows that: 


(78) If it can be thought that 5 exists, and that b cannot be thought not 
to exist, then it can be thought that something is greater than c. 


The antecedent of (78) is the same as the assumed premise (70), so it is valid to 
detach the consequent of (78), dependent on (70). That is: 


(79) It can be thought that something is greater than c. 


The deduction of (79) depends upon the assumed premise (70), the assump- 
tion (72*), and the alleged background premise (74). Assumption (72*) can be 
discharged by again using conditional proof, to derive: 


(80) If c can be thought not to exist, then it can be thought that some- 
thing is greater than c. 


Deploying similar reasoning as Anselm deployed in §7.3, it follows from (80) 
that: 


(81) If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought [ie., c] can be 
thought not to exist, then that very thing than which a greater can- 
not be thought is not that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 
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And from here on, the reasoning can proceed exactly as it did in §7.4 to infer 
the same conclusion as was inferred there at line (42), namely: 


(82) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought could not be 
thought not to exist. 


This conclusion then follows from the two premises (70) and (74), without 
calling upon the two definitions. Since the conclusion (82) does not mention 
either 5 or c, nor are those assumed individuals mentioned in the premises 
on which the deduction of (82) depends, it is legitimate to transfer the depen- 
dence of (82) from (70) to (69). Therefore, we can re-assert (82) as (83), depend- 
ing only on (69) and (74): 


(83) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought could not be 
thought not to exist. 


Thus, we have been able to show that the alternative reading of the first prem- 
ise does entail the same interim conclusion as the interpretation we explored 
in §7.3, without relying on anything to do with the P2 argument, or the two 
definitions. Those who favour reading Anselm’s premise as in (69) might re- 
gard that outcome as vindication. 

There is, however, another consequence. Although both versions of this 
Stage Two argument work by introducing that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought, there is nothing in this argument to ensure that what is thus 
described is the same as what is thus described in P2. Likewise, while both 
conclusions have something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought as their 
subjects, there is nothing in Anselm's text which could ensure that these two 
‘somethings’ are the same thing. The ‘something-than-which-...’, whose exis- 
tence in reality is established by P2, might well be different from the ‘some- 
thing-than-which-...’ which this version of the P3 argument shows could not 
be thought not to exist. 

Most serious of all, although this alternative translation enables the deduc- 
tion of Anselm’s interim conclusion, it provides no resources from which his 
actual conclusion could be deduced. There is nothing in this version of this 
argument which implies that this something exists. 

Being able to deduce the interim conclusion (83) by reading the first prem- 
ise of Stage Two as (69) is one thing; whether it is a cogent reconstruction of 
what Anselm is arguing is quite another question. There are five objections 
which tell against it. 
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(a) 


48 


Since this argument is independent of P2, no reason has been provided 
for accepting the premise (69) as true. It amounts to assuming, without 
any justification being provided by the argument itself, we can think of 
that something (= anything?) exists so intensely that it is unthinkable that 
it could possibly not exist. This is the alleged premise which David Smith 
dismissed on the grounds that Anselm would not have presented without 
any justification whatsoever so bold a claim as this when the question of 
whether the thing in question actually exists has not been settled.4® We 
now have the best of reasons to think that Anselm was not asserting such 
a strong premise. This is very different from Anselm’s premise when it is 
construed as I have. For the latter is fully justified by being deduced from 
the conclusion of P2. 
For the argument to entail the conclusion (83), the comment attached 
to the first premise has to be interpreted as invoking a background as- 
sumption, in the form of a double universal, to serve as a second premise. 
As we saw in §7.2, there is no such proposition in the text, and the only 
justification for invoking it, is that it does facilitate the deduction of the 
conclusion. But it is not the only way of explaining how Anselm could 
have reasoned his way to that conclusion. On the contrary, the interpreta- 
tion of the first premise proposed in §7.2, together with a much simpler 
and more acceptable background assumption — that to be unable to be 
thought not to exist is good — provides a more plausible justification for 
this saying that what could not be thought not to exist “is greater than 
what can be thought not to exist”. 
While the conclusion establishes that something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought could not be thought not to exist, it does not follow 
that therefore it does exist. What this argument establishes is that: 

If it can be thought that there exists something which cannot be 

thought not to exist, then something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 

be-thought could not be thought not to exist. 
But there is nothing in this argument to establish either that something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists, or that there does exist 
something which cannot be thought not to exist. Consequently, this ver- 
sion of the Stage Two argument fails to establish Anselm's stated conclu- 
sion: Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought so truly exists 
that it could not be thought not to exist. And without that actual Stage 


Smith (2014), p.106. 
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Two conclusion, the argument Anselm advances in Stage Three to de- 
duce that God exists cannot be mounted. 

Since what this argument establishes is as stated in (c), the most it estab- 
lishes is that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought cannot 
be thought of other than as existing. But that does not entail that it exists. 
Indeed, that is precisely the objection brought by many critics against 
Anselm's argument. If that were his argument, which it is not, the ob- 
jection would be sound, and the conclusion he claims for his Stage Two 
conclusion would not be valid. 

Disastrously, if the premise at the beginning of P3 is as this alternative 
translation presents it, then it follows both from (c) and from (d) that 
the Argument Anselm presents in the Proslogion fails to prove that God 
exists. If he is to validly deduce his conclusions in Stage Three, Anselm re- 
quires the conclusions of both Stages One and Two to be about the same 
thing, since it is only in Stage One that he proves that anything actually 
exists. Unless his Stage Two conclusion is about the same thing as his 
Stage One conclusion, he cannot mount, in Stage Three, the argument 
which proves that God exists, let alone that God exists so truly that He 
cannot be thought not to exist. 

Furthermore, since this argument is manifestly independent from Pz, it 
cannot provide any justification for the conclusion Anselm actually as- 
serts. Read this way, the argument asserts as its premise that something 
can be thought to exist intensely. But this something can only exist in- 
tensely if it does exist. This alternative argument, however, contains 
nothing which could settle that question. So, the argument assumes that 
what Anselm wants to prove can, at least, be thought, but makes no prog- 
ress beyond that assumption. Therefore, if this alternative argument is 
an accurate reconstruction of the reasoning Anselm is relying upon to 
justify his conclusion, his reasoning is invalid. 


The upshot of our examination is that the alternative translation of his first 


premise does enable the conclusion (83) to be validly deduced, but implausi- 


bly and disastrously, since it cannot establish the conclusion Anselm actually 
infers. Without some extra argument to establish that something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought does exist, and that it is the same ‘something’ as 
figured in the conclusion of P2, the premise according to this translation fails 


to provide a valid inference to the conclusion Anselm actually claims to have 

proven. And without that, the proof he offers for the existence of God fails. 
This is conclusive proof that all the standard translations of Anselm’s first 

premise are unsound and indefensible, since they destroy the logic of his 
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Argument. Fortunately, this problem afflicts those English translations of his 
Latin sentence, but not the Latin original. For the reconstruction presented 
in §7.3, and extended in §7.6, is based on a straightforward and simple transla- 
tion which so securely anchors this Stage Two argument to the conclusion of 
Stage One that his declared conclusion of Stage Two is validly deduced. Only 
when his Argument is construed as I have been arguing has Anselm devised a 
valid argument, developed over two connected stages with a common subject, 
which has established a conclusion powerful enough to set him up to prove the 
existence of God in Stage Three. 


CHAPTER 8 


The Third Stage: The Existence of God 


Anselm has now secured a powerful proposition to deploy as a premise in fur- 
ther reasoning. At this point he resumes the language of prayer. He has not, 
however, completed the argumentative chain begun in P2. In the second half 
of P3, he develops his Argument to its imminent conclusions. This passage 
is where the reasoning which began early in P2 reaches its consummation. 
Despite that fact, except for a few notable exceptions, this passage has been al- 
most universally ignored. I can only imagine that this intellectual myopia is the 
result of prejudice: How could Anselm possibly be continuing his Argument 
since he has resumed praying? 

Given how prevalent is the misreading of P2 and P3, I have had to emphasise 
time and again that neither Stage One, nor Stage Two, is about the existence of 
God. This is despite the ‘title’ of P2 which anticipates what is concluded in P3. 
After Anselm’s initial prayer and declaration of belief, there is no mention of 
God again until the middle of P3. What he has presented so far are two distinct 
arguments which are logically connected in that the premise of the second is 
entailed by the conclusion of the first. He is presenting a progressive ascent. 
He argues firstly that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in 
the understanding. He then argues that since it is in the understanding, it can 
be thought to be in reality — and therefore, it is in reality. He then infers that 
since it is in reality, it necessarily exists. And then argues that since it cannot 
not exist, it can be thought to be something which could not be thought not to 
exist. And from all that he argues that it exists so truly that it cannot be thought 
not to exist. 

Having ascended through that chain of connected arguments, Anselm is 
ready to identify this something as ‘our’ God. But, unlike Thomas Aquinas, who 
completed each of his ‘Five Ways’ by simply asserting, without any argument, 
“And this we call God’, Anselm offers two distinct reasons for claiming that this 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is God. Let us examine 
the arguments those reasons support. 


8.1 A Two-fold Strategy 
Up until this point, Anselm has deliberately refrained from identifying who or 


what this something is. But now he is able to resume his prayer, as he identifies 
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this something as ‘our’ God. Thus, his quest for understanding is about to arrive 
at a point where he can identify the God to whom he is addressing his prayer 
as the very same being as his first two stages have been about, and as existing 
more intensely than anything else. Establishing that identification, and that 
consequence, is the task of the second half of P3. 

As is his wont, Anselm states up front the two main conclusions he is about 
to draw, before offering his reasons for them: 


And this is you, Lord our God. You, Lord my God, therefore so truly exist 
that You could not be thought not to exist. 


Yet again, the subject of this foreshadowed conclusion is the same as the sub- 
ject of the preceding conclusion. The word “this” picks up its reference from 
the immediately preceding sentence: the conclusion of Stage Two. That con- 
clusion was “Therefore, something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
so truly exists that it could not be thought not to exist”. So, Anselm is now iden- 
tifying the God to whom he is praying with something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought. That is, he is about to argue: 


(a) You, Lord our God, are something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought. 


That identification was, of course, mentioned in Anselm’s initial profession 
of what ‘we believe’. The difference between the two is that what was at first 
declared simply as a confession of faith — it was a belief he is seeking to under- 
stand — is now justified as a soundly based conclusion. And having established 
that identity, he can draw a further conclusion: 


(b) You, Lord my God, so truly exist that You could not be thought not 
to exist. 


The fact that Anselm refers to the subject of these two conclusions in the sec- 
ond person singular has more significance than an expression of piety, or a 
rhetorical flourish. It plays the logical role of rendering precise the identity of 
his reference. Whereas, up until now, the identity of the subject of his first two 
stages has been utterly indeterminate, and it has also been indeterminate how 
many such beings there are, Anselm's addressing God in this way removes that 
indeterminacy, and clearly identifies the subject of these conclusions. 

Having proclaimed those two conclusions, he adds the two-word sentence 
“Et merito [And rightly so]”. That little sentence serves as a signal to his readers 
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that he is about to justify those two conclusions. It is significant that he thought 
it necessary to signal that he is about to justify these two claims: (a) and (b). 
The history of commentary on his Argument shows that what he is doing at 
this point was indeed liable to misunderstanding; it has rarely been noticed 
that those two conclusions are backed up by arguments, and on the rare occa- 
sions those arguments have been noticed, they have been dismissed as non- 
probative. The subsequent history of the Argument shows why he was right 
to emphasize that these two propositions are indeed conclusions — they are 
argued for, as seriously as the conclusions of Stages One and Two were argued 
for; they are not simply proclaimed. Regrettably, his signal has largely been 
ignored; these arguments have rarely rated a mention. Howbeit, the point 
of his writing “Et merito” is to draw his readers’ attention to the fact that his 
Argument is not yet complete. What follows in the second half of P3 are the 
reasons which justify those two conclusions: (a) and (b). 

He then writes two sentences. The first draws on theological considerations, 
so the argument can reasonably be called ‘the theological argument’ The sec- 
ond sentence is metaphysical in character; it can be interpreted as the premise 
of what I will call ‘the metaphysical argument’. Thus, unlike Thomas Aquinas’ 
‘Five Ways’, he advances argument to justify identifying the something whose 
existence he has proven as God, and therefore pursues a two-pronged strategy 
to put both the identity and the existence of God beyond objection. 

Despite the fact that it is here, and not in P2, that Anselm draws his con- 
clusions, few commentators have paid any attention to these arguments, and 
those who have, surprisingly, have found fault with them. We will consider the 
arguments which his reasons support in turn. 


8.2 The Theological Argument 


The sentence immediately following “Et merito” is introduced with the words 
“Si enim... [For if ...]”. Clearly, this sentence is meant to provide a reason for 
the conclusions he has just enunciated. For ease of exposition, let me call this 
sentence “A”. He writes: 


A: — Forif some mind could think of something better [melius] than You, 
the creature would rise above the Creator, and judge the Creator, 
which is completely absurd. 


It is noteworthy that this sentence uses “better”, rather than “greater [maius]”. 
Robert Brecher, who insists that Anselm is ‘generally’ careful to distinguish 
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between the words “maius [greater]” and “melius [better]” suggests that it is 
reasonable to conclude that Anselm allows the notion of judging to mislead 
him into writing “melius” here instead of “maius”. “Had he been more careful 
here, this argument would not have been open to him until after Ch. V”! But 
criticising Anselm for carelessness here is unwarranted. We saw in §5.1 that 
Anselm explains in R8 how anyone with a rational mind can form of the con- 
cept of that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought by mentally ascending a 
hierarchy of lesser and greater goods, moving through those which are ‘much 
better’ until it arrives at that than which no greater can be thought. 

From this reason, it directly follows that God is something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought. The reasoning is very simple and can be set out as 
follows: 


(1) If something can be thought to be better than God, the creature 
would rise above the Creator and judge the Creator. 

(2) Itis absurd to think that a creature could rise above the Creator and 
judge the Creator. 


From (1) and (2), it follows by a very simple application of reductio ad absur- 
dum that: 


(3) Nothing can be thought to be better than God. 


Anselm obviously assumes that “better” either implies, or is equivalent to, 
“sreater’, since he takes (3) to justify his conclusion: 


(4) God is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 


This is obviously an argument, albeit an extraordinarily simple one, dependent 
only on the theological claim (1) and the theological absurdity asserted in (2). 
The fact that the conclusion is the same as the content of Anselm’s initial belief 
is the strongest evidence one could ever hope to find that that initial belief is 
not the first premise of his Argument. 

Just as Stage Two began with a premise whose subject refers to the subject of 
the Stage One conclusion, likewise here, the subject of the first premise refers 
to the subject of the Stage Two conclusion. In that sense, it builds on Stage 
Two. It is worth noting that, however, that this argument for the conclusion (a) 
does not use as a premise any of the previously deduced propositions, unlike 


1 Brecher (1985), p. 8. 
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the relation between the first premise of Stage Two and the conclusion of Stage 
One. In that respect, it differs from the other argument Anselm presents in 
Stage Three, which is based on considerations more metaphysical in character, 
and which uses the conclusion of Stage Two as an additional premise to infer 
the same conclusion (a): that God is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought. From a logical point of view, Anselm could have presented this 
theological argument at any stage. 

Since the premise (1) invokes the Christian doctrine of creation, Anselm ob- 
viously is aware that this argument could have relevance only for himself and 
his brother monks. As I commented in 1976, Anselm simply appeals to this 
premise as an article of faith.2 For Anselm, and for his brother monks, there 
is nothing untoward about the fact that this consideration presupposes that 
there is a Creator, and that it would be highly improper for creatures to stand 
in judgement of their Creator. In his later writings, especially in his Cur Deus 
Homo, Anselm frequently appeals to what is “fitting” [convenientur] as part 
of his argumentative armoury. So here, since Anselm believes that the whole 
world has been created by God, this proposition is acceptable as a premise, 
and it does advance the understanding of believers to see how the various doc- 
trines of the faith to which they adhere fit coherently together. 

But this argument would impress an atheist not one whit. As David Smith 
has remarked, “the absurdity in question is a religious absurdity”? But then, 
I can find no sign that Anselm believes that his Argument is intended to con- 
vince an atheist; rather, his primary aim is to understand his own belief. He 
has convinced himself that he can affirm that there does exist something with 
such a nature as being so great that nothing greater can be thought, and he has 
now found reason elsewhere in his belief-system for identifying that nature 
as God. That is not an insignificant outcome. Despite this reason having ap- 
peal only to believers, it nevertheless is important for Anselm. It shows that 
his argument sits coherently within his Christian faith, and thus deepens his 
understanding of it. 

One of the few commentators to take note of this passage is Jasper Hopkins.* 
His assessment of this argument is that it is question-begging. For, he says, it 
virtually assumes that there is one and only one Creator. He concludes that, 
therefore [sic], my interpretation has to be wrong! He reports (correctly) that 
I view the linchpin of Anselm’s unum argumentum as being contained in 
Pz and P3, and that Anselm’s reasoning in this chapter culminates with the 


2 Campbell (1976), pp. 135-36. 
3 Smith (2014), p. 13. 
4 Hopkins (1978), pp. 251-52. 
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identification of God as the one and only being than which none greater can be 
thought, and that unless this identification can be successfully argued, Anselm 
will not have established that God exists. I do still maintain that position. But 
Hopkins infers from them that:5 


[Campbell] regards the culmination of Anselm’s argument as question- 
begging and as evidence for the conclusion that Anselm was not really 
trying to impress the atheist. He views Anselm's argument as, in the last 
analysis, carrying no weight against the Fool, because the Fool has been 
given no reason for accepting the Christian doctrine of creation. 


That assessment is a complete misrepresentation. I have never regarded the 
culmination of Anselm’s argument as question-begging, although I did, and 
still do, maintain that Anselm was not trying to convert the Fool. Of course, 
this theological argument would not do so. But that does not show that my 
interpretation of the Argument as a whole is wrong. Acknowledging that this 
particular argument would carry no weight against the Fool is a fatal flaw only 
if Anselm intended that it should, and only if he had no other way of deducing 
his conclusions. My assessment is that Anselm did not have that aim, and he 
does have another way of deducing his conclusions. As I read the text, Anselm 
proceeds immediately to present a powerful reason of a different kind for 
drawing the same two conclusions; he does not rely solely on this theological 
premise. We will examine that second reason in §8.3. 

While this theological premise suffices to prove his first conclusion, (a), does 
it also suffice to prove his second conclusion (b): that God so truly exists that 
He cannot be thought not to exist? It looks like Anselm thinks so, since straight 
after he says to God “This is You’, he links his second conclusion to the first by 
writing “ergo [Therefore]”. However, were Anselm drawing this conclusion on 
the basis of the argument articulated above, his reasoning would be fallacious. 
His argument would be: 


(a) God is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 
Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought so truly exists 
that it could not be thought not to exist. 

Therefore, 


(b) God so truly exists that He could not be thought not to exist. 


5 Hopkins (1978), p. 252. 
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We saw in §4.3 that any inference having the following form: “x is something 
F; something F is G; therefore, x is G’ is simply invalid. I do not need to labour 
the point again here. 

Because that form of argument is invalid, if Anselm is to infer soundly from 
this theological premise that God cannot be thought not to exist, his argument 
needs to be supplemented somehow. The obvious supplement would be some 
presupposition, or some additional premise, to the effect that being such that 
a greater cannot be thought is a unique characteristic. If there exists no more 
than one being than whom a greater cannot be thought, and if something with 
that nature cannot be thought not to exist, it would follow that God has that 
unique characteristic and cannot be thought not to exist. So, we might try to 
repair the logical hole in the argument by suggesting that Anselm was implic- 
itly assuming that uniqueness claim. But that would be much too ad hoc to 
be acceptable. We will see in §8.4 below that one of the conclusions entailed 
by the premise of Anselm’s metaphysical argument is that God is uniquely 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. So, one solution to this 
problem is to say that he is relying upon that second metaphysical argument 
to deduce his second conclusion (b), from the premise of the theological argu- 
ment. If that is so, the theological argument is not an independent argument. 

In 1976, I did not recognize that the lacuna in the theological argument 
could be filled in this way. Consequently, I suggested that Anselm was rely- 
ing upon a different assumption. We know from the Reply that Anselm envis- 
aged that there is an ascending scale of lesser and greater goods. So, we might 
consider that Anselm was presupposing that of any two things, one is always 
greater or lesser than the other, at least at the top end of the scale. Then, if 
nothing greater than x can be thought, that presupposition ensures that noth- 
ing as equally great as x could be thought. Thus, only one thing could have 
this nature, and therefore, if that is God, it would follow from the Stage Two 
conclusion that God cannot be thought not to exist. However, even though 
that suggestion would provide a supplement of the sort Anselm requires, I now 
withdraw it. It is too restrictive; perhaps lower down the ascending scale of 
goods there could be some which are equally good. If so, this suggested supple- 
mentary premise would be false. Furthermore, there is no textual evidence to 
support it. I therefore now think that this way of supplementing the theologi- 
cal premise should be dismissed. 

A third way of supplementing the theological premise is also available. 
The inference from the conclusion of Stage Two and “God is something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought” to “God so truly exists that he could not 
be thought not to exist” is invalid. But if the conclusion of Stage Two were re- 
placed by a corresponding universal proposition, the desired conclusion could 
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validly be drawn.® Although Anselm draws his conclusion about ‘something’, 
the same line of reasoning enables the conclusion to be extended to ‘whatever’. 
We saw in §7.7 that a universalized variant of his Stage Two conclusion does 
follow from his premises. On line (66) in §7.7 it was deduced that: 


(5) Whatever is such-that-a greater-cannot-be-thought so truly exists 
that it cannot be thought not to exist. 


From (4) — which says that God is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought — and (5) it follows logically that: 


(6) God so truly exists that He could not be thought not to exist. 


(6) is Anselm’s second conclusion (b). So, both of Anselm's conclusions fol- 
low after all from the sentence A, provided we invoke (5) — this universalized 
variant of the conclusion of Stage Two — as an extra premise. Reconstructing 
his theological argument with this universalized premise does yield a valid 
argument. 

Whether Anselm's text is best interpreted in this way is, however, another 
question. I believe that Anselm might well have a theological problem with 
inferring (6) from (4) and (5). We will see in §11.1.1 that Anselm seems reluc- 
tant to ever say that God exists in reality, since he never does, despite the fact 
that it follows validly from the conclusion of Stage One, and this identifica- 
tion of God. I will propose in that later discussion that since existing in reality 
expresses the binary concept of existence, it is a concept more appropriately 
applicable to creatures, but not to God. There is a similar difficulty in the pro- 
posed inference here. As it stands, (5) could be true of many things, indeed, of 
anything. To treat God as an appropriate instance of a universal proposition 
such as (5), is certainly valid as a matter of logic. However, doing so is to treat 
God as simply one thing in the same domain as everything else which is also a 
potential instance of (5). Inoted above that Anselm sometimes presents argu- 
ments based on what is ‘fitting’. I believe that Anselm would not regard this 
way of inferring (6) from (4) as ‘fitting’. 

It might be replied that that is not a problem in this case, since it will turn 
out that (5) is true of only one thing, namely, God. That consideration is cor- 
rect; Anselm will soon prove that being unable to be thought non-existent is 


6 Iam indebted to David Smith for pointing out that universalizing the conclusion of stage 
Two provides the required extra premise. It thus offers one way of providing the required 
supplement to render Anselm’s theological argument valid. 
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a unique characteristic of God — but at this point that has still to be proved. 
Indeed, the fact that uniqueness has not yet been established is the very prob- 
lem which (5) was designed to solve, but it still haunts this proposed solution. 

Also, I am somewhat troubled by the proposal to invoke (5) to deduce (6) 
requires us to read into the text a proposition which Anselm does not explic- 
itly assert. Anselm is generally quite rigorous in laying out his arguments, and 
where he does not, there is usually some indication in the text of what the 
background premise might be. In our reconstruction of his Argument, the only 
premises upon which his conclusions depend, and which are not actually justi- 
fied in his text, are: 


— To be in reality is good; 
— To be unable to be thought not to exist is good; 
— and the two definitions. 


But those first two were arguably implicit in Anselm's key concept of being 
‘greater than, and the two definitions proved their worth in enabling a rigor- 
ous, explicit, and transparent derivation of his claims involving the notion of 
being ‘greater than’. We also invoked two universal premises which were im- 
plicit in his reasoning, namely: 


— Whatever is understood is in the understanding; 
— Whatever does not exist, is not in reality. 


In Stage Two I also proposed a general definition which, when instantiated 
with the property of existing, shows how Anselm brings together a number 
of considerations, which he has established separately, to prove his Stage Two 
conclusion. But that proposal was a heuristic device; it is not required in order 
to render the Argument valid. That definition is: 


— Anything which has some primitive, positive property, has that property in- 
tensely if and only if it also cannot be thought not to have that property. 


The suggested premise (5) is of a different type from all these. Anselm applies 
none of those three directly and explicitly to God. I recognize that (5) could 
defended as being implicit in his reasoning. But there is more to it than that: 
accepting (5) also requires altering the wording of a crucial conclusion he does 
explicitly assert. Given that, the fact that he does not explicitly invoke this 
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extra premise might well be judged sufficient to prefer an alternative interpre- 
tation of his text. 

Of course, unless the theological argument is supplemented in some way, 
by itself it does not suffice to prove that God exists. Of the three alternative 
ways of explaining how Anselm might have deduced the existence of God from 
the identity established by the theological argument, I prefer the first. But a 
consequence of that interpretation is that the theological argument is not in- 
dependent of the metaphysical argument. As I read the text, it strikes me that 
Anselm was fully aware that some further premise is required to fill the logical 
hole in his theological argument, and for that very reason, he offered a second 
argument which would secure his second conclusion. ‘And indeed, as he says, 
the required supplement is provided by the very next sentence. So the premise 
of that second metaphysical argument suffices to deduce (6) from (4). Anselm 
states two independent reasons for his conclusions in Stage Three, and the sec- 
ond reason suffices to deduce (6) from (4) without calling upon an extra prem- 
ise which is not in the text. That is why I prefer this solution to the problem. 


8.3 The Metaphysical Argument 


The second sentence which Anselm writes following “And rightly so” is quite 
different from the first. It is a general metaphysical thesis, which can be read in 
such a way that it is not beyond imagination that even atheists, like the Fool, 
might acknowledge its truth. Let us call it sentence B. The Latin text is: 


B: Et quidem quicquid est aliud praeter te solum, potest cogitari non 
esse. 


Almost all translators of this sentence agree on what it means, with only very 
minor variations. For example, 


And, indeed, whatever else there is, except thee alone, can be conceived 
not to exist (Sidney Deane).’ 

And indeed, whatever is, except thyself alone, can be thought of as not 
existing (Eugene Fairweather).® 


7 Deane (1903/1962), p. 9. 
8 Fairweather (1956), p. 74. 
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In fact, everything else there is, except You alone, can be thought of as not 
existing (Max Charlesworth).9 

Indeed, except for You alone, whatever else exists can be conceived not 
to exist (Jasper Hopkins & Herbert Richardson, and Jasper Hopkins).!° 

And indeed whatever exists except you alone can be thought of as not 
existing (David Burr). 

Indeed, everything that exists, except for you alone, can be thought not to 
exist. (Thomas Williams)” 

And, indeed, besides you alone, anything else that is is able to be 
thought not to be (Matthew Walz)® 


For more than forty years I have maintained that this Latin sentence can be 
read as the premise of a second argument for Anselm’s two conclusions, inde- 
pendently of the first theological argument. However, those few commenta- 
tors who have reflected upon the role of this sentence in the overall Argument 
do not accept my interpretation. They do not see how Anselm’s sentence B 
could be acceptable as a premise for his two conclusions. Thereby, they deny 
that Anselm intends sentence B to initiate a second argument for those conclu- 
sions. One of their reasons has to do with the “except” clause in each of the 
translations above. 

All of the above translations associate “aliud [other]” with “quicquid | what- 
ever]’, and consequently understand it to mean “whatever else’. The verb “est” 
is then interpreted, not as the copula “is’, but as meaning “exists”. As a result of 
this reading, the main message of the sentence becomes “whatever else exists 
can be thought not to exist’, and the rest of the sentence — the phrase “praeter 
te solum’” — is treated as a parenthesis: “except for You alone’. That is a pos- 
sible reading of the sentence B, and it explains how the translators mentioned 
above arrived at their readings. Consequently, the sentence is then interpreted 
as making two claims: (i) that God cannot be thought not to exist; and (ii) that 
everything else can be thought not to exist. 

It is clear that the main message of the sentence is that almost everything 
can be thought not to exist. But in ordinary conversation, “except” clauses like 
this one are commonly understood as also implying the opposite of the main 
message. That is, while the sentence asserts that everything (except God) can 


9 Charlesworth (1965), p. 119. 

10 ~— Hopkins & Richardson (1974), p. 95, and Hopkins (1986), p. 227. 
11 Burr (1996). 

12 Williams (2007). 

13. Walz (2013), p. 24. 
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be thought not to exist, the sentence is understood to be also implying that 
God cannot be thought not to exist. The latter is what is another example of 
what is called a ‘conversational implication’ And if the sentence implies that 
second proposition, as well as its main message, then it cannot serve as a prem- 
ise to deduce that God cannot be thought not to exist, because it already im- 
plicitly asserts that. That assessment is right — provided the translations above 
are correct. 

There are good reasons, however, to reject all those translations. If Anselm 
means his sentence to be read as a premise entailing the existence of God, he 
is manifestly begging the question. Consequently, on this reading, he would 
know that he does not have a second proof of the existence of God. 

However, there is another legitimate way of reading this sentence. In his 
recent translation of the Proslogion, Ian Logan translates sentence B more 
straightforwardly. He renders it as:!4 


B: And indeed, whatever is other than You alone can be thought not to 
exist. 


This is a less complicated and more literal translation. It takes the subject 
of this sentence B to be “quicquid est aliud praeter te solum [whatever is 
other than You]”. And the simplest translation of that subject is “Whatever 
is other than You alone”. That is, instead of reading “aliud’” as associated with 
“quicquid [whatever]’, and “est” as meaning “exists’, and “praeter te solum” as a 
parenthetical remark, Logan reads “est” as a copula, a part of the specification 
of the subject “quicquid”. His translation does not divide the sense of “quicquid 
est aliud praeter te solum” into two distinct phrases: “whatever else exists” and 
“except for You alone”. Rather, following the order in which Anselm has written 
the sentence, Logan has taken the subject of this sentence to be “whatever is 
other than You alone’, with no parenthetical clause. 

Latin is generally regarded as less dependent on word order as a syntac- 
tic marker than modern languages are, so, by itself, this point is not decisive. 
But that is no reason to disregard the fact that Logan’s translation faithfully 
renders this Latin sentence exactly as Anselm wrote it. It is also true that the 
more usual translation of the word “praeter” is “except”. However, it is also le- 
gitimate to translate the compound phrase “aliud praeter” as meaning “other 
than’. So, Logan’s translation is a possible and acceptable alternative to all the 
other translations listed above. 


14 Logan (2009), p. 34. 
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So, there are two faithful ways of translating the sentence B; neither is obvi- 
ously wrong. So which is to be preferred? This question cannot be settled by 
scholarly nit-picking. The logical analysis of the sentence, and therefore what 
may be validly deduced from it, bears significantly on the question of which 
is the more appropriate translation. The decisive question is: Which transla- 
tion makes the better sense of Anselm’s reasoning here? And that is a ques- 
tion of logic. As our analysis of the argument proceeds, it will become evident 
that Logan’s translation is much to be preferred, since all the other translations 
renders his premise question-begging, and the argument consequently invalid. 
On the other hand, as I will show, Logan’s translation of this premise presents 
Anselm as having a valid argument for the existence of God, without any beg- 
ging of that question. And that, rather than linguistic quibbles, is what should 
determine the appropriate translation of this sentence. 

Having explored the logic of Anselm's reasoning, my considered judgement 
is that Logan’s translation is at least as faithful to Anselm’s text, and certainly 
more appropriate, than the conventional translations, which defeat the logic 
of his argument. I am indebted to Logan not only because his translation of 
this sentence is clearly preferable for those reasons, but also because it alone 
makes sense of how Anselm is arguing. Read his way, with no parenthesis in 
the middle, the sentence has only one subject, not two. I submit that Anselm 
is simply claiming that, setting aside the question of God’s existence — because 
that is precisely what is in question — anything and everything else can be 
thought not to exist. Logan’s translation enables this minimal interpretation of 
the premise of this argument, which, as we will see, is nevertheless sufficient to 
justify some very strong conclusions, without begging the question. 

Anselm’s tactic of setting aside a controversial issue, in order eventually to 
confirm his position on it, is characteristic of how he reasons. That tactic has 
already been used in the Arguments in Stage One and Stage Two. But Anselm 
deliberately deploys the same strategy in works other than the Proslogion. The 
whole of his Monologion consists of an exploration over 79 chapters of what 
can be said about the Supreme Being; only in the last Chapter 80 does he write 
that “the name ‘God’ is properly assigned to thus Supreme Being alone”. And in 
his later work, Cur Deus Homo, Anselm undertakes in the Preface, 


to prove by rational necessity — Christ being removed from sight [ Christo 
remoto|, as if there had never been anything known about Him — that no 
man can possibly be saved without Him. 


Manifestly, in the Proslogion he is adopting the same theological method and 
is arguing Deo remoto: God being removed from sight. That is obvious in Stages 
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One and Two, but I submit that he is continuing to deploy the same tactic in 
this premise — and also in the Reply. 

Furthermore, it will become evident from working through the entailments 
of this premise, understood minimally, that the word “alone” contributes noth- 
ing to the logic of the arguments. It has a different role. We have seen in both 
Stages One and Two that Anselm characteristically attaches a comment to his 
premises, a comment which turns out to anticipate a consequence yet to be 
deduced. Likewise here, once again, the word “alone” turns out to be antici- 
pating a consequence which follows from this premise: that God’s mode of 
existence is unique. We will see in §8.4 that this word occurs in the various 
conclusions which Anselm’s premise entails. That means that, when extracting 
Anselm’s premise from the sentence B, the word “alone” can safely be left out, 
since his inferences are valid without it. Therefore, the premise of this argu- 
ment is simply: 


C: Whatever is other than God can be thought not to exist. 


By itself, this premise neither asserts, nor conversationally implies, anything 
about God; its subject is “Whatever is other than God”. Interpreted this way, 
this premise is silent on the question whether or not God can be thought not 
to exist. So far as what this premise says, that remains an open issue, which is 
then closed by his conclusion. That conclusion, however does not follow from 
this premise alone; it follows because the conclusion of Stage Two also serves 
as a premise. 

On the other hand, when sentence B is read as it is more commonly trans- 
lated, as making two assertions, it surely does become question-begging. And 
this much is incontrovertible: when sentence B is interpreted as introducing 
the premise C, and nothing more, it is capable of serving as a premise for a 
valid argument, independent of the theological one, to deduce Anselm's two 
explicit conclusions (a) and (b), and that God’s mode of existence is unique. 
Let us now see that that is so. 

Anselm has already established the conclusion of Stage Two: 


(7) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought so truly exists 
that it could not be thought not to exist. 


Since it has not yet been established who or what this something is, let us, 
as twice before, introduce that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought as an 
arbitrary instance, a typical exemplar, of this something, and let us again call 
it a. That is, 
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(8) a is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and a so truly 
exists that it could not be thought not to exist. 


If (8) is true, its second conjunct is true. That is: 

(9) aso truly exists that it could not be thought not to exist. 

I have argued that sentence B is best understood minimally, as asserting: 

(10) Whatever is other than God can be thought not to exist. 

To make very clear what “other than God” means, let us rephrase (10) as: 

(10%) Whatever is not identical to God can be thought not to exist. 
Since (10) and (10*) are true of everything which is not identical to God, and 
the identity of a is as yet indeterminate, it is not unreasonable to suppose that 
what (10) and (10*) say is true of everything, is true of a. My objection in §8.1to 
treating God as an instance to be inferred from an unrestricted universal prop- 
osition does not apply to this inference. Although it has already been shown 
in the theological argument that a is identical to God, this metaphysical argu- 
ment is independent of that theological argument, and that identity has not 
yet been established in this argument. So, instantiating (10*) yields: 


(u) If ais not identical to God, a can be thought not to exist. 


But the consequent of (11) is false. (9) says that a so truly exists that it could not 
be thought not to exist. So, from (g) and (11) it follows, by modus tollens, that: 


(12) Itis not true that a is not identical to God. 
By double negation, (12) is equivalent to: 

(13) ais identical to God. 
Now, the first conjunct of (8) is: 


(14) ais that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 
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If a is identical to God, then what is true of a is true of God. So, by substituting 
“God” for “a” in (14), as (13) permits, it follows that: 


(15) God is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 
Generalizing (15), it follows that: 
(16) God is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 


That is the first of Anselm’s conclusions, i.e. (a) above. We will see in the next 
section, however, that the premise (10) entitles Anselm to refer to God as that- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought [id quo...], instead of something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought [aliquid quo ...]. That Anselm has 
not jumped immediately to the latter conclusion is yet another example of 
how finely tuned is his sense of logical propriety. 

The conclusion (16) has been deduced from the propositions on lines (8) 
and (10*). Proposition (8) introduced that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought (i.e., a) as a typical exemplar of the something mentioned in (7). Since 
“a” does not appear in (16), nor in (10*), it is valid to re-assert (16) as entailed by 
(7) and (10). That is: 


(17) God is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 


The second conclusion, (b), follows immediately. Since (13) licenses the substi- 
tution of “God” for “a” in (g), doing so yields Anselm's second conclusion: 


(18) God so truly exists that He could not be thought not to exist. 


(18) also meets the conditions for being inferred from (7), so we can re-assert it 
also, as following from (7) and (10). That is: 


(19) God so truly exists that He could not be thought not to exist. 


I argued in §3.4 that, while Anselm does identify God with something-than- 
which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought in his initial statement of belief, that 
belief does not provide the first premise of his argument. Rather, it there ex- 
presses something he believes, but at that stage does not yet understand. I have 
now demonstrated, twice over, that the content of that belief is in fact a con- 
clusion, validly deduced. So, unless we maintain the absurd hypothesis that 


«way, 


Anselm has been labouring to validate an argument of the form “p”; therefore 
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“p’, we see for a second time that his initial statement of belief does not serve 
as a premise. 

As for the second conclusion, if we were, against our better judgement, to 
allow the theological argument to appeal to that universalized conclusion as 
an implicit premise, it would turn out that Anselm has validly deduced both 
those conclusions, twice over, on quite different grounds. Subject to that pro- 
viso, this train of reasoning demonstrates that both Anselm's conclusions are 
entailed by two independent arguments. It is now clear that Anselm’s second 
conclusion, (19) is entailed by the premise of the metaphysical argument, read 
as (10*). 

But I am reluctant to concede that that second conclusion follows from the 
theological argument alone; it is not necessary to invoke the universalized vari- 
ant of Anselm’s Stage Two conclusion. The problem of how Anselm can derive 
his second conclusion from his theological grounds for identifying God would 
be overcome if being such that a greater cannot be thought is provably unique. 
We will see in the next section that that uniqueness is established by the meta- 
physical argument, without having to invoke the universalized variant of Stage 
Two’s conclusion. That variant is a proposition which he never asserted, which 
I believe Anselm could well not find acceptable, and which has been deduced 
for no other reason than to enable the theological argument to entail Anselm's 
second conclusion. It is therefore unnecessary. 

So, to anticipate what is to follow, Anselm does prove both his conclusions 
twice over. The identity of “our God” as something-than-which-a-greater-can- 
not-be-thought is established independently by both the theological and the 
metaphysical arguments. As Anselm claims, by writing “therefore’, his second 
conclusion follows from that identity straightforwardly in the metaphysical ar- 
gument, and in the theological argument, it follows when it is supplemented 
by the uniqueness the metaphysical argument also establishes. So, let us now 
take up the issue of uniqueness. 


8.4 The Uniqueness Argument 


There is yet more to be extracted from this metaphysical argument. When we 
were considering the theological argument in §8.2 above, it became clear that 
if he asserted that being something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
is a characteristic which applies to God uniquely, he could validly deduce from 
that God so truly exists that He could not be thought not to exist. 

But simply to assert that uniqueness seemed too ad hoc and question- 
begging to be acceptable. But the metaphysical argument has a corollary; 
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from the premise (10*), it also follows that God is the only being than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought.5 

The argument begins with the first premise of Stage Two, which contained, 
as a condition, the conclusion of Stage One. So, if the uniqueness of God can be 
proven, it will depend on all the premises of Anselm’s three-stage Argument, 
other than those in the theological argument. That premise is: 


(20) If something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is both in 
the understanding and in reality, it can be thought to be something 
which cannot be thought not to exist. 


Since the antecedent of (20) is the conclusion of Stage One, it follows by modus 
ponens that: 


(21) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be thought 
to be something which cannot be thought not to exist. 


When we were analysing this same argument in §7.3, we found of convenient 
to conjoin the conclusion of Stage One and (21), which it implied. That gives: 


(22) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists both in 
the understanding and in reality, and it can be thought to be some- 
thing which cannot be thought not to exist. 


Since it has already been proved that God is a, to determine whether anything 
other than God can be something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, 
we need to suppose that what (22) says is true of some other typical exemplar. 
Let us we call this other potential exemplar, “b”. That is, let us assume: 


(23) 6 is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and it is both in 
the understanding and in reality, and can be thought to be some- 
thing which cannot be thought not to exist. 


15 Prior to this, Anselm has never presumed that God is the only being than which a greater 
cannot be thought. I have already argued that that uniqueness is not presupposed in his 
use of the phrase “that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought” in P2, as Oppenheimer 
& Zalta wrongly assert (1991). Nor is uniqueness presumed in his parallel use of that for- 
mula in Stage Two. 
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It will be convenient to extract the first conjunct in (23). That is: 
(24) 6 is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 


We now have two potential candidates for something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought: a and b. The issue to be determined is whether anything 
other than God can also have this nature. So, since a is identical to God, we 
must assume that: 


(25) 6 is not identical to God. 


Now, (10*) says that whatever is not identical to God can be thought not to 
exist. So, from (10*) and (25) it follows by modus ponens that: 


(26) 6 can be thought not to exist. 
So, conjoining (24) and (26), it follows that: 


(27) 6 is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and 6 can be 
thought not to exist. 


This proposition, (27) is very reminiscent of the antecedent of a proposition 
we deduced at line (35) in §7.3 from the premises of Stage Two. It was: 


(28) If a@ [ie., that-than which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought] can be 
thought not to exist, then a is not that-than-which-a-greater-can- 
not-be-thought. [= 7:(35) | 


And from that we inferred the contradiction which Anselm himself had as- 
serted in P3, namely: 


(29) If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be thought not 
to exist, then that very thing than which a greater cannot be thought 
is not that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. [= 7:(36) 


We could repeat each of the steps in the deduction of §7.3 to derive a proposi- 
tion which is the same as (29), except that this time it would follow from an 
analogue of proposition (29) which has 6 as its subject instead of a. But to 
repeat that long deduction would be tedious. Instead, by revisiting the argu- 
ment in §7.3, it is possible in shorter measure to derive a universal proposition 
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which makes no mention of a, and which therefore could be used to derive 
inferences about b. 

Now in §7.3, the proposition we have labelled here (29) was deduced at line 
(36), dependent on only one premise which contains “a”, namely, the assump- 
tion introduced on line (6*) of §7.3 to mirror the first premise of Stage Two. 


That assumption was the same as (23), but with a, rather than 4, as its subject: 


a is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and it exists both in 
the understanding and in reality, and it can be thought to be something 
which cannot be thought not to exist. [= 7:(6*)] 


Since a has been identified as God, and 6 is anything which is other than God, 
aand b cannot be identical. So, we cannot immediately substitute “b” for “a” in 
(28) to produce a comparable contradiction comparable to (29). 

However, there is a valid way of deriving a proposition which can then be 
applied to 6. Since (7:6) is the only proposition in §7.3 which mentions “a’, 
upon which (7:34) depends, we can make that dependence explicit by using 
conditional proof. That manoeuvre will produce a proposition which does not 
depend on any premise which mentions a. So, in §7.3, we could have validly 


derived the following: 


(30) If a is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and a exists 
both in the understanding and in reality, and a can be thought to 
be something which could not be thought not to exist, then if a 
can be thought not to exist, that very thing than which a greater can- 
not be thought is not that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 


Since this proposition (30) does not depend on any premise which mentions 


a’, a could be anything. So, it is valid to universalize (30). It therefore follows 
that: 


(31) If anything is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and it 
exists both in the understanding and in reality, and can be thought to 
be something which could not be thought not to exist, then if it can 
be thought not to exist, that very thing than which a greater cannot 
be thought is not that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 


So, now we have a proposition which can be instantiated by 4, since 6 also is 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. So, let us invoke “b” to instanti- 
ate (31), as it is valid to do. That gives us: 
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(32) If 6 is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and 6 exists 
both in the understanding and in reality, and 5 can be thought to be 
something which could not be thought not to exist, then if 6 can be 
thought not to exist, that very thing than which a greater cannot 
be thought is not that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 


At line (23) above it has been assumed that the antecedent of (32) is true. 
Therefore, it follows from (23) and (32) by modus ponens that: 


(33) If 6 can be thought not to exist, that very thing than which a greater 
cannot be thought is not that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 


thought. 


Now, (26) says that 5 can be thought not to exist. So, from (26) and (33) it fol- 
lows that: 


(34) That very thing than which a greater cannot be thought is not 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 


That contradiction follows from our assuming at (26) that 5 is not identical 
to God. So, since 6 is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, (35) can 
be re-worded in a way reminiscent of what Anselm himself said in Stage Two: 
(35) If 6 is not identical to God, then that very thing than which a 
greater cannot be thought is not that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 


be-thought. 


Anselm's comment in Stage Two is equally apt here: “That cannot be consis- 
tent”. That is, as Anselm himself observed, the following is a logical truth: 


(36) Itis not possible that that very thing than which a greater cannot be 
thought is not that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 


Therefore, from (35) and (36) it follows by modus tollens that: 
(37) Itis not possible that b is not identical to God. 
Now, conjoining (24) and (37) yields: 


(38) 6 is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and it is not pos- 
sible that 6 is not identical to God. 


THE THIRD STAGE: THE EXISTENCE OF GOD 239 
So, generalizing (38), it follows that: 


(39) It is not possible that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is not identical to God. 


This sub-conclusion (39) has been deduced from (10*), the two definitions, 
(23), which mirrors the first premise of Stage Two, and the second premise of 
Stage Two. Apart from (23), 6 is not mentioned in any of those propositions. 
Since (23) mirrors (22), it is therefore valid to re-assert (39) as entailed by (22), 
the first premise of Stage Two, instead of depending on (23). 


(40) It is not possible that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is not identical to God. 


So, (40) is entailed by the premises of Stage Two and the premise of the meta- 
physical argument in Stage Three, plus the two definitions. But (40) is equiva- 
lent to 


(41) It is necessary that anything than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is identical to God. 


Now that we have seen that (41) follows from (10*), the premise of this meta- 
physical argument, we can see why Anselm included the word “alone” in sen- 
tence B. His formula can be true only of God. But the deduction above has 
made no use of the word “alone”. Rather, that God alone cannot be thought not 
to exist follows from the conclusion (41). Now, it has already been established 
in §8.3 at line (17) that God is something than which nothing greater can be 
thought. So, from (17) and (41) it follows that: 


(42) It is necessary that God, and God alone, is that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought. 


That establishes the uniqueness both of God and of something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought. As I have anticipated, now that he has proved 
that God exists and that He, and He alone, is such that nothing greater can be 
thought, Anselm is entitled hereafter to describe God as “that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought”. Whereas in the argumentation of Stages One and 
Two that same set of words functioned attributively, as referring to an arbitrary 
instance of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, from now on 
Anselm can use it as a definite description, in Bertrand Russell's sense. 
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And at line (19) in §8.3 it was proved that God so truly exists that He could 
not be thought not to exist. So, from (19) and (41), it follows that: 


(43) It is necessary that God, and God alone, so truly exists that He could 
not be thought not to exist. 


The significance of the conclusion (43) for Anselm's overall Argument is that 
he has now established that God intensely and uniquely exists. That He exists 
is explicit in the conclusion (19). It now has been shown that not only does He 
so truly exist that He could not be thought not to exist, but also that it is impos- 
sible that anything else could exist as truly. 

The truncated presentation of Anselm's reasoning, which illegitimately ex- 
tracts a premise out of Anselm’s initial declaration belief in order fallaciously 
to conclude from the conclusion of P2 that God exists, has consequently been 
demonstrated to be a travesty. Unlike the alleged conclusion of that invalid 
pseudo-argument, the two conclusions announced in the middle of P3 do 
validly follow from the three stages described, as does (43), although he does 
not actually assert the third-person proposition “God exists” until P4. Once we 
clear away our inherited prejudices (literally: our pre-judgements) about what 
Anselm's argument is, it becomes manifestly clear that he has explicitly spelt 
out in three distinct stages a formally valid, inter-connected argument, spread 
across P2 and P3, for those three conclusions. 

We noted in §5.4 that the very fact that Anselm's formula proves to be ex- 
istence-entailing is often cited as sufficient reason to object to Anselm's use 
of it. The dogmatic claim is that to use such a formula is to suppose that “is 
such that nothing greater can be thought’ is a ‘characterizing predicate’ and no 
existence-entailing predicate can be a characterizing predicate. Logic exposes 
such dogmatism for what it is: pre-judice, a pre-judgement. 

I claimed in §5.4 that while Anselm needs Kant’s thesis about “ex- 
ists” to be true, for the purpose of his argument, the definition of Essential 
Identity, which expresses that thesis more precisely, entails that there is 
one — and only one - exception which literally proves the rule. The existen- 
tial conclusion which follows from the use of that definition is necessar- 
ily true. That shows that the assumption which dialectically exemplified 
Kant’s thesis is necessarily false. And because it is necessarily false, exist- 
ing is an essential property of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought. It follows that, in this quite special case, Kant’s very thesis ensures 
that necessarily there is one exception to its generality, namely, God, who is 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 
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This Stage Three argument explains why there is one, and only one, excep- 
tion to Kant’s thesis. It is because Anselm has discovered that there is one, and 
only one, description which entails that its referent is necessarily true. Anselm 
has established that God’s mode of existence is unique in that God and God 
alone could not be thought not to exist. That God alone could not be thought 
not to exist is, as David Smith has nicely expressed it, “is an epistemic registra- 
tion of a certain manner of existing”.!6 Smith continues: 


Being not conceivably non-existent is not an ‘attribute’ of G [= something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought] (or of God); it is not a ‘great- 
making’ characteristic. It is, rather, a cognitive index or reflection of the 
greatness of G, which is itself to be understood in ontological terms. 


That is exactly right. That the considerations Anselm explores in P2 and P3 are 
ontologically grounded is confirmed in P5, where Anselm asks: 


What are You if not that which, the highest of all things, alone existing 
through itself [solum existens per se ipsum], made all other things from 
nothing? 


It is God’s existing per se ipsum which is the ontological ground for His neces- 
sarily being alone inconceivably non-existent, and His necessarily being alone 
that than which a greater cannot be thought. That is why Anselm’s conclusions 
in P3 -— firstly about something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and 
then about God — are expressed as ‘existing so truly’ that it, and therefore He, 
could not be thought not to exist. 


8.5 The Identification of God 


The premise of the metaphysical argument has proved to be extraordinarily 
powerful. It suffices to establish these four conclusions: 


— that God, and God alone, is necessarily something-than-which-a-greater- 


cannot-be-thought; 
— that God necessarily exists; 


16 = Smith (2014), p. 1. 
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— that God, and God alone, necessarily so truly exists that He cannot be 
thought not to exist; 

— that God is unique, in that necessarily whatever is other than God can be 
thought not to exist. 


He has now proved that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
is the God to whom he had begun praying. It is here, in this third stage, but not 
anywhere in the preceding text, that Anselm can affirm these four conclusions. 
There are a few commentators who have recognized that Anselm does not 
present the identification of God as something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought as a premise. It is ironic that, despite their being supportive of 
Anselm’s reasoning, they nevertheless do not accept that Anselm establishes 
this identity in P3. Ihave now demonstrated that that identity is indeed estab- 
lished twice by the two arguments in the second half of P3. But despite that 
fact being demonstrable, the extraordinary fact is that it is still controversial. 
Gregory Schufreider and David Smith have rightly located this identification 
in P3. On the other hand, Richard La Croix maintained that “it is highly doubt- 
ful that Anselm intended [the second half of P3] either to be an argument or 
to express any factual assertions about God”.!” Rather, La Croix contended that: 


The nature of this passage suggests that it is simply intended to be a di- 
gressive address to God concerning certain of Anselm’s beliefs about the 
nature of God. 


That is far too dismissive of what is the crucial passage for the whole of the 
Proslogion. La Croix maintains that this identification of God requires the 
whole of the Proslogion and is not secured until all the divine attributes have 
been attributed to something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 

Similarly, Jasper Hopkins maintains that Anselm proves that God is some- 
thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought by proving that that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought has all the attributes which are ascribed by 
the Christian religion to God, and thus is the product of the entire Proslogion.18 
And, more recently, Ian Logan also claims that this identity can only be estab- 
lished once Anselm has worked through, in the later chapters of the Proslogion, 
the ascription to God of the attributes endorsed by orthodox Christianity. In 
his commentary on P3, Logan writes:!9 


17 La Croix (1972), p. 13. 
18 — Hopkins (1978), p. 252; (1986), p. 9. 
19 Logan (2009), p. 96. 
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Anselm has demonstrated by reason that there must exist something the 
non-existence of which cannot be thought. He has not yet shown that 
there is only one such thing. The point now is to attach this demonstra- 
tion to what is believed about God, including His uniqueness. Anselm 
starts out here on the path of showing the identity of God and this ‘some- 
thing’. It takes him much of the Proslogion to establish it. 


Regrettably, that assessment is confused. It is true that the premise of Anselm’s 
metaphysical argument in P3 asserts, rather than justifies, that there is only 
one thing whose non-existence cannot be thought. That is indeed a flaw in 
his Argument, which he repairs in his Reply. Nevertheless, that premise does 
suffice to demonstrate, and not simply assert, that God is necessarily unique. 
Contrary to Logan’s claim that Anselm has not yet shown that there is only one 
such thing, that premise, together with the argument in Stage Two, entails: 


(41) It is necessary that anything than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is identical to God. 


Nor is it right to say that Anselm “starts out here on the path of showing 
the identity of God and this ‘something”. It does not take him much of the 
Proslogion to establish that identity. He has established that this is “You, Lord, 
our God” twice over here in P3. 

By the end of P3 he has already arrived at that milestone on the path of 
his unum argumentum. For he has succeeded in showing the identity of the 
God to whom he is praying and this ‘something’. Since he has shown that in 
P3, he is entitled to deploy that identity throughout the rest of the Proslogion, 
as he does. The subject of most of the subsequent argument is “You’, not 
“something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought’, nor “that-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought’, although from time to time he invokes the lat- 
ter in developing his arguments. There is a good reason for that: in P3 he has 
established that identity, by two independent arguments. 

The interpretation which insists that Anselm needs the whole of the 
Proslogion to establish the identity of God and this ‘something’ mistakenly as- 
similates its strategy to the similar, but different, strategy he deployed in his 
Monologion. Certainly, in the Monologion Anselm employed a very indirect 
method; he refrains from saying anything about God until he had explored at 
length the attributes of the Supreme Being. In that work, he does not identify 
this Supreme Being as God until the very last of its 80 chapters. That was the 
very method with which he became dissatisfied, as he tells his readers in the 
Preface to the Proslogion. The strategy in this second work is significantly 
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different. Instead of writing it all in prose, like the Monologion, he wrote most 
of the Proslogion as an extended prayer. By doing that, he ensured that he did 
not have to postpone affirming that identification until the end. He could say, 
“And this is You, Lord, our God” without having to wait until he had established 
that this something has all the attributes which are ascribed by the Christian 
religion to God. If he could not affirm that identity until after doing that, we 
readers would expect that he would have saved that declaration until he had 
affirmed in P23 that God is Triune in nature. But he does not. Arguments from 
silence are not always very strong, but the fact that he did not make that dec- 
laration at the end of P23 is surely significant. I submit that Anselm does not 
declare that identity at the end of P23 because it would, at best, be simply re- 
affirming what he had already established back in P3. 

Furthermore, if that identity has not been established in P3, he has no right 
to use it as a premise in the rest of his unum argumentum, as he manifestly 
does. I have said earlier that the fact that the Proslogion is an Address to God 
(for that is what the word “Proslogion” means) is significant for its logic. Anyone 
commenting on Anselm’s Argument has to recapitulate it in third-person dis- 
course (as I have too). But the fact that commentators inevitable transpose 
the Argument into third-person discourse can all too easily cause them not 
to notice how Anselm’s writing most of the Proslogion in second-person dis- 
course has enabled him to adopt a strategy significantly different from the one 
he deployed in the Monologion. 

There are two further points to make concerning this. Firstly, that Anselm's 
Argument for the existence of God proceeds in three stages does not mean that 
it is not a single argument. We have seen how the three stages are linked by 
having the subject of each of the premise in both Stages Two and Three refer to 
the subject of the conclusion of the previous stage and depend logically upon 
the conclusion of that previous stage. They are logically interconnected into a 
continuous whole, as the layout of the deduction in the Appendix makes clear. 

Secondly, I am not claiming for a moment that that three-stage Argument 
is his entire unum argumentum. In the Preface, he has told his readers that his 
unum argumentum aspires to much more than that; the other topics on his 
agenda are yet to be addressed in the later chapters. What makes the whole 
a ‘single argument’ is that these later chapters are in turn logically dependent 
upon the conclusions of the three-stage Argument; the latter’s two conclusions 
serve as premises in the later chapters, as he articulates his consideration of 
the attributes of his God. So, right from the outset, Anselm makes clear that 
his ‘one argument’ extends way beyond the question of the existence of God, 
and way beyond his identifying God as that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought. 
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Like being inconceivably non-existent, being that-than-which-nothing- 
greater-can-be-thought is, in Smith's felicitous description, a ‘cognitive index’ 
or ‘reflection’ of God’s mode of being. In Rg, Anselm says that it is a distinguish- 
ing feature of God not to be able to be thought not to exist. For that reason, 
the features he shows in P3 to be attributable to God are not, strictly speaking, 
attributes of the divine being; considering them is indeed the task Anselm sets 
himself for the remainder of the Proslogion. But acknowledging that is com- 
patible with recognizing that God’s having those features are established as 
initial, and foundational, conclusions by the end of P3. 

Having presented his three-stage argument, and having discussed in P4 
how the Fool could have thought the unthinkable, he begins P5 with the 
words, “What therefore are you, Lord God, than whom nothing greater can be 
thought?” It is undeniable that that sentence presupposes that the identity in 
question has already been established. From this place onwards, Anselm re- 
peatedly appeals to this identification as a premise in successive arguments 
designed to advance his account of God’s nature. For example, in P13 he argues 
that God is restricted by no place or time but is everywhere and always. He 
claims this, “Since nothing is greater than You ...”. Then again, P14 begins with 
a summary of what has been found so far; including that God is “the high- 
est of all things than which nothing better can be thought”. And this descrip- 
tion of God is invoked as a premise in the argument presented in P15, where 
Anselm argues that God is not only something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought but is something greater than can be thought. His argument for 
this follows a by-now-familiar pattern: 


For, since it can be thought that there is something of this kind, and if You 
are not this very thing, it is possible to think of something greater than 
You — which cannot be. 


Why cannot it be that something greater than God can be thought? Because 
Anselm has already established that God is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought. 

That reading of the argument in P15 seems quite straight-forward, but Ian 
Logan appears to disagree. He argues that:?° 


The identity of God (ie., the God Anselm believes in) and X [= that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought] cannot be established without the 


later chapters of the Proslogion. 


20 Logan (2009), p. 178. 
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Logan accurately reports that in my From Belief to Understanding 1 located this 
identification as the culmination of a three-stage argument traced through P2 
and P3, but remarks that ‘unfortunately’ I did not address the entirety of the 
text, “believing that the identity of God and X is established at this stage”.2! This 
criticism raises a number of issues. 

Firstly, | have readily acknowledged that my earlier book was deficient in 
being so focussed on P2 to P4. 

Secondly, that Anselm establishes that identity at the end of P3 is not merely 
‘my belief’ — Anselm himself asserts that identity-claim quite explicitly in P3, 
where it validly follows from his premises. He then transposes that identity- 
claim into the third-person discourse of P4. And he presupposes it in the first 
line of P5, as he begins the second part of his quest for understanding, and 
frequently thereafter. 

Thirdly, and most importantly, if Logan’s point is that Anselm cannot claim 
to have shown in P3 that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought has 
the attributes of the God of orthodox Christian belief, including that God is 
a Trinity, he is certainly right. Anselm’s consideration of those propositions 
comes later. But that fact does not contradict what is also a fact: that it is in 
P3 that Anselm can, and does, establish the identity of the God in whom he 
believes, and to whom he is praying, as that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought. After all, the argument in this third stage switches back into second- 
person discourse, deliberately expressed in terms of an address to this God. 
Anselim’s text in P3 plainly and explicitly asserts that the being whose maximal 
existence he establishes in P3 is the God to whom he is praying. As Anselm 
himself said in a different context, in Reply 2: “Quid hoc planius?”: what could 
be plainer than this? 

Despite that, these commentators find it difficult to accept that it is in P3 
that Anselm establishes that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is identical to the God of Christian belief. Certainly, there is nothing 
in Stages One and Two which establishes that identity. And since, as I have 
argued, the premise of the metaphysical argument in Stage Three is also not 
about God, it is understandable why there is resistance to my contention that 
Anselm has established that identity in Stage Three. After all, a reviewer of 
this book has objected, the God of orthodox Christian belief is not the same 
as the non-triune God of other religions, nor Aristotle’s unmoved mover, nor 
is it equivalent to the magnitude of Seneca’s God ‘than which nothing greater 
can be thought’. Each of these, it is alleged, is consistent with the results of 
Anselm’s Argument in P2 and P3. So, Anselm has not established in P3 that 


21 Logan (2009), p. 178. 
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something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is identical to the God of 
Christian belief. 1 welcome this objection, because responding to it will help 
to clarify further just what Anselm is doing when he declares, “And this is You, 
Lord, our God”. 

To allege that each of these other gods is consistent with the results of 
Anselm’s argument in P2 and P3 raises many subtle issues about how best to 
understand both the commonality and the disparities between the beliefs of 
diverse religions and cultures. Pursuing such questions would take us far be- 
yond those raised by Anselm’s text. However, I readily acknowledge that there 
is a sense in which these various gods are not the same (although arguably 
there is another sense in which it could be contended that they are all directed, 
although in different ways, towards the same Supreme Being). The suggestion 
is that, for all that Anselm has established, there is nothing in his three-stage 
argument thus far which would rule out identifying that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought with one of these other putative gods. But is that right? 

While I understand this objection, I maintain that the answer to that ques- 
tion must be: No. Manifestly, when Anselm writes “You’, he is addressing the 
God in whom the Church at large, and he himself, believes. He explicitly de- 
scribes the one he is addressing as firstly “You, Lord our God’, and then as “You, 
Lord my God”, thereby aligning his own faith with that of the Church. I find it 
difficult to believe that his use of the vocative is insignificant and not deliber- 
ate. When he says, “This is You’, he uses the vocative to identify the subject of 
Stage Two’s conclusion as the God he is addressing as the God in whom the 
Church believes, and in whom he personally believes. The suggestion that the 
argument in P3 is consistent with gods other than the Christian God might 
be credible had Anselm's conclusions not included the possessive pronouns 
“our” and “my” — as well as the reiterated vocative form of the word “Dominus 
(Lord)”. Those pronouns make clear that it is the Christian God whom Anselm 
is addressing when he says, “You”. 

And so does his repeated naming of ‘our’ and ‘my’ God as “Lord”. That name 
is highly significant. When Jews read the Tanakh (which the Christian Church 
has adopted as part of its Bible, renaming it as the ‘Old Testament’) they al- 
ways orally vocalize the Hebrew word “Adonai [Lord]” for the written Hebrew 
name of God, “yHwH’”, lest that divine name be taken in vain — as prohibited 
by the fourth of the Ten Commandments. That practice was replicated in the 
use of “Kyrios (Lord)” in both the Septuagint (the officially authorized Greek 
translation of the Tanakh), and the Greek text of the Christian New Testament, 
and by the use of “Dominus” in Latin translations of both testaments in the 
Christian Bible. In Christian discourse generally, Biblical authority has ensured 
the adoption of “Kyrios”, “Dominus”, and “Lord” as the standard names of God 
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(in Greek, Latin, and English respectively). It seems to me to be as clear as 
day that Anselm is concluding in P3 that that-than-which a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is indeed the Christian God, none other. As he says, anything else can 
be thought not to exist, and presumably that includes all other gods. Anselm 
could not possibly call any of them, “Lord, our God’, nor “Lord, my God”. 

It follows that the God Anselm is addressing in P3 is triune, even though 
that this God is triune is a doctrine he has yet to address. Asserting that God is 
triune, as he does in P23, is indeed different from praying to a triune God in Pi, 
the beginning of P2, and in the latter half of P3. The fact that he does not assert 
that God is triune until P23 does not undermine the fact that in these early pas- 
sages he is inferring conclusions about the triune God whom he is addressing. 

The implication entailed by Anselm’s use of “You” to state his conclusions in 
P3 is lost when those conclusions are transposed into third-person discourse, 
as commentators inevitably have to do. Not that Anselm is averse to speaking 
of God in third-person terms; he does so immediately, in P4. But any commen- 
tator who reports Anselm’s conclusions has three options: (i) to refer always 
to those conclusions by direct quotation, or (ii) to transpose Anselm’s use of 
“You” into indirect speech which replaces that personal pronoun with defi- 
nite descriptions such as “the God to whom Anselm is praying”, or “the God in 
whom Anselm believes”. To add that qualification every time would soon be- 
come tiresome. Accordingly, we commentators generally resort to a third, less 
precise, option: (iii) to use the third-person proper name “God” and expect that 
any reader will understand that the use of that name, in this context, always 
refers to the triune God in whom Anselm believes. 

What makes the objection to which I am responding seem cogent is that 
it does not distinguish between speaking to the Christian God and speaking 
about the Christian God. The objection runs together two different tasks: a) 
establishing that something-than-which a-greater-cannot-be-thought is iden- 
tical to the being who is called “Lord, our God” and “Lord, my God’, that is, 
the God in whom the Church and Anselm himself believe; and b) establishing 
that something-than-which a-greater-cannot-be-thought alone has those attri- 
butes ascribed to God by traditional Christian belief. Both propositions assert 
the same identity, but the second requires making explicit what is implicit in 
that phrase, “Lord our God”. The latter task does require the kind of argumen- 
tation which occupies the rest of the Proslogion. But recognizing that does not 
gainsay the fact that Anselm establishes in P3 the identity of the God in whom 
he believes. 

But is there not something right in the objection that believers in other gods 
could mimic Anselm’s three-stage argument and claim thereby to have proved 
the existence of the non-triune God of other religions, or Aristotle’s unmoved 
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mover, or Seneca’s God? Of these, Aristotle’s unmoved mover can be quickly 
ruled out, since Aristotle rejected the view that the world had a beginning, 
and, as we will see in §13.2, Anselm is able to deduce in Ps that his God is the 
Creator of all things. But could not Mohammed have rehearsed Anselm’s argu- 
ments in Stages One and Two, and then declared as his Stage Three, “And this 
is you, Allah our God”? 

I think the answer to that has to be “Yes”, because there is nothing in 
Anselm’s first two stages to identify what something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought is, other than something which exists so truly that it could 
not be thought not to exist. But, as a matter of fact, the Koran does not contain 
such an argument. And even if it did, Mohammad would have had to provide 
some reasons to support such an identification. For he could no more have af- 
firmed what Anselm affirms in Stage Three, than Anselm could have identified 
his God as Allah.2? The suppositions in this objection are all counterfactuals. 
While counterfactuals can truly assert how things could have been different if 
certain relevant conditions had been different, they are not called ‘counterfac- 
tuals’ for nothing; their antecedents are contrary to the facts. The relevant facts 
here is that Anselm is not Mohammad and that Anselm very explicitly identi- 
fies the God he is addressing as the Christian God, and it is ‘our God’ which he 
identifies in P3 as something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 

Even those who want to insist that establishing this identity requires the 
whole of the Proslogion find it difficult to dismiss altogether Anselm's conclu- 
sions in P3. For instance, although Ian Logan claims that it takes Anselm much 
of the Proslogion to establish the identity of God and ‘this something’, but de- 
spite that, when commenting on this P3 passage, he points out:?% 


It is a characteristic of God alone not to be able to be thought not to exist. 
But he [Anselm] has already shown this is a characteristic of X [= that- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought] too. Thus, God and X possess 
the same referent. 


Exactly! In Anselm's usage from the middle of P3 onwards, the words “God” 
and “You” have the same referent as the phrase “that-than-which-a-greater- 


22 This is despite the fact that the Arabic name for God, “Allah”, comes from the same linguis- 
tic root as “El”, the Ugaritic name of God, which became “Elohim” in the Hebrew Tanakh, 
and conjoined with the sacred name “yHwu”. For instance, in the second creation story 
in Genesis 2, and elsewhere, God is named “YHWH Elohim”. The identification of El and 
YHWH is evident in the Hebrew personal names “Joel” and “Elijah”. 

23 Logan (2009), p. 96. 
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cannot-be-thought”. All three refer to the same Supreme Being, the God of 
Christian belief. That is precisely what I argued in 1976 and am maintaining 
even more firmly here. 

However, I do not mean my disagreement with those commentators who 
deny that Anselm has established the identification of God in P3 to be harsh. 
While what they have said is, I believe, plainly incorrect, there is nevertheless 
something right in their interpretation which I had previously overlooked, al- 
though they misstate it. On reflection, I now recognize that there is an issue 
about the status of this identity claim, which I had not discerned clearly 
enough previously. 

As I anticipated in §3.5, although Anselm’s coming to understand that the 
God to whom he is praying is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
fulfils his opening petition in P2, it is far from fulfilling that plea comprehen- 
sively. While Logan’s criticism of my exegesis is unsound, that criticism nev- 
ertheless has drawn my attention to what is a sound consideration. I now 
recognize that while Anselm demonstrates being that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought is undoubtedly true of God, being such that a greater can- 
not be thought is not one of God's attributes, as that rather technical term is 
standardly understood. We noted, near the end of §8.3 above, that David Smith 
calls attention to the fact that being not conceivably non-existent is not an 
‘attribute’ of either something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought or of 
God. Rather, as he says, it is a ‘cognitive index’ or a ‘reflection’ of the great- 
ness of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, which is  it- 
self to be understood in ontological terms. That rightly describes the status 
of this identity. However, while agreeing with that, I am not withdrawing my 
contention that Anselm takes himself to have established this as a neces- 
sary truth about God. Rather, I mean to draw attention to two features of this 
identification. 

Firstly, to identify God as that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is 
to describe Him in terms of what can and cannot be thought. That involves an 
extrinsic reference, a reference to what we humans are able to think. Our inabil- 
ity to think of anything greater, of course, is not a result of limitations on our 
human cognitive capacities. Rather, it is grounded in the nature of God’s su- 
preme being; for Anselm, it is the mode of His being which determines how we 
can properly think of Him. But this description points to that mode of being 
by referring to what humans are able properly to think. Identifying God as 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is a genuine identity statement 
which Anselm has validly established in P3; that is a matter of logic, not opin- 
ion. So, Hopkins and Logan’s criticisms cannot be sustained. But neither does 
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it describe one of God's intrinsic attributes — that is the sound point behind the 
mistaken way they have expressed these criticisms. 

The second feature of this description is that it is comparative. It indicates 
the divine mode of being by reference to everything else; the mode of being of 
everything other than God is not so great, because they all can be thought not 
to exist. That again shows that this way of describing God, while true, is extrin- 
sic. Anselm will not begin ascribing intrinsic characteristics to God until P5. 

For these reasons, I suggest that what has been established in P3 is what I 
will call, for want of a better description, a ‘bare identity’. So far as Anselm’s 
search for understanding has reached by the end of P3, he has identified the 
God to whom he is praying. While the content of that identity statement is 
hardly fulsome, it is secure enough for him to be able to use it as a premise to 
extend the Argument towards his ultimate objective: to attain a fuller and rich- 
er understanding of that divine nature. Anselm seems well aware that, while 
the line of thought he has articulated through P2 and P3 has indeed yielded 
significant results, his quest is far from finished. The bare identity needs much 
more content to fill it out, if he is to realize comprehensively the ambition of 
his claim in the Preface to establish all the aims he set out in his Preface. His 
way of referring to God in P3 — as “You, Lord our God” — clearly indicates that 
the One he is addressing is indeed the God in whom Christians believe. A bare 
identity is an identity. But, in typical fashion, his making that identification 
anticipates further consequences he is yet to articulate. Developing a fuller 
understanding of the divine nature is the very issue to which he devotes the 
rest of the Proslogion. But he can do that only because he has, in P3, already 
identified his God with the anonymous ‘something’ with which he began his 
long chain of argumentation. 


8.6 The Allegation of Begging the Question 


Our examination has demonstrated that, relying only on propositions explic- 
itly enunciated in P3, Anselm has two independent, logically valid arguments 
for the two conclusions: (a) that God is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought; and (b) that God so truly exists that He could not be thought not to 
exist. It is therefore amazing to find that, amongst the few serious scholars who 
have paid close attention to this passage, some find the metaphysical argu- 
ment deficient. 

One is Jasper Hopkins. He correctly reports that I locate the identifica- 
tion of something-than-which a-greater-cannot-be-thought with God as the 
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culmination of a three-stage argument traced through P2 and P3, but then 
criticises my interpretation for concluding with a question-begging appeal to 
an article of religious faith. He continues with a remarkable set of claims:4 


In Chapter 3 Anselm does affirm that God is something than which a 
greater cannot be thought. And he does believe that there is only one 
thing than which a greater cannot be thought; for he asserts that God 
alone cannot be thought not to exist. But in Chapter 3 he does not pro- 
duce any rational support for this assertion.... Therefore, his argument is 
not complete by the end of Chapter 3. 


What makes these claims remarkable is that Anselm manifestly does produce 
rational support for his assertion that God alone cannot be thought not to 
exist. He asserts the premises of a theological argument and of a metaphysical 
argument which together validly entail the four conclusions list above twice 
over. Yet, in his extensive 1978 review of my book, Hopkins completely ignored 
my discussion of that second, metaphysical argument. 

Eight years later, he published a revised version of that review article, and 
this time did comment on my treatment of the metaphysical argument, argu- 
ing that it too is question-begging. He explains:?5 


For Anselm needs to establish not simply that “anything which is not 
God can be thought not to exist”. He needs to establish that “because God 
alone is something than which a greater cannot be thought, anything 
which is not God can be thought not to exist”. For if more than one thing 
is such that it is something than which a greater cannot be thought, or if 
God is not something than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, then it is 
not the case that God alone cannot be thought not to exist. But nowhere 
in Proslogion 3 — not even in this alleged second leg of reasoning — does 
Anselm, in a non-circular or non-question-begging way, establish (as op- 
posed to assume) either that only one thing is something than which a 
greater cannot be thought or that God Himself is something than which 
a greater cannot be thought. 


Now, it is true that Anselm does need to establish (as opposed to assume) his 


two conclusions. But I cannot detect any unsound step in the inferences by 


24 Hopkins (1978), p. 252; (1986), p. 10. His italics. 
25 Hopkins (1986), p. 0. 
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which, from the premise of Stage Two, as I have interpreted it, and the premise 
of the metaphysical argument, these two conclusions follow: 


(42) Itis necessary that God, and God alone, is such that nothing greater 
can be thought. 

(43) It is necessary that God, and God alone, so truly exists that He could 
not be thought not to exist. 


So, pace Hopkins, Anselm’s premise is sufficient to establish that there cannot 
be more than one thing than which a greater cannot be thought, and therefore 
that God alone is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. So, it is 
the case that God alone cannot be thought not to exist. That has been demon- 
strated in §8.3 above. 

But has Anselm begged the question? The general understanding of that 
fallacy is that it occurs when an argument’s premises assume the truth of the 
conclusion, instead of justifying it. But it is difficult to render that idea more 
precise. Clearly it would be too strong to stipulate that a question is begged 
whenever the conclusion is entailed by the premises collectively, since then 
every valid argument would be guilty of this fallacy. Similarly, it is too strong to 
say that that a premise begs the question if, assuming all the other premises, 
the conclusion of an argument is equivalent to the ‘questionable’ assumption.?® 
For that is equivalent to the conclusion being entailed by the premises collec- 
tively. In their discussion of this issue, Eder and Ramharter suggest rather that 
for an argument to be deductively valid,?’ 


the premises should contain the conclusion in a non-obvious way.... an 
argument can convince someone only if it is possible to accept the prem- 
ises without already recognizing that the conclusion follows from them. 
Thus, the desired conclusion has to be ‘hidden’ in the premises. 


While that explanation is metaphorical, it is as good as any. Accordingly, pro- 
vided that Anselm’s metaphysical premise is understood as asserting no more 
than, “Whatever is other than God can be thought not to exist’, it clearly does 
not assume the truth of its conclusion. Read aright, that premise does not as- 
sert anything about God. And although it mentions God, by itself, it is not suf- 
ficient to imply anything about God. Its explanatory power with respect to God 


26 This is the criterion for begging the question proposed by John Rushby (forthcoming), 


p- 4. 
27 Eder & Ramharter (2015), p. 2797. 
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is well ‘hidden’ since it is only effective in deducing the conclusions (42) and 
(43) when the conclusion of Stage Two is invoked as a second premise. But the 
fact that those two premises together entail the four conclusions listed at the 
beginning of §8.5 above does not amount to assuming the truth of those con- 
clusions. After all, God is not mentioned in the conclusion of Stage Two, nor 
are the predicates in (42) and (43) expressed in the premise of the metaphysi- 
cal argument. So those conclusions are well ‘hidden’. 

Far from Anselm proposing premises which assume the truth of his con- 
clusions, it is Hopkins who is arguing that Anselm’s conclusions are required 
in order to justify the premise which entails them. The logical requirements 
Hopkins prescribes in the second sentence of the passage quoted above are the 
wrong way around. As we saw in §8.2 above, it is because whatever is other than 
God can be thought not to exist, that God alone is that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought, and alone exists so truly that he could not be thought not 
to exist. Of course, it is reasonable to ask for some justification of that premise. 
But it is not reasonable to demand that what that premise entails be indepen- 
dently established in order to justify that premise. 

However, to be fair, the allegation of question-begging appears less 
unreasonable when we note that Hopkins is one of those who translate 
sentence B as: 


Indeed, except for You alone, whatever else exists can be conceived not 
to exist. 


If that parenthetical clause is understood to be making a second assertion, 
Anselm’s premise would certainly be guilty of this fallacy. That this translation 
appears to justify that verdict is reason enough to reject that translation, espe- 
cially when a faithful and more appropriate translation is available. 


8.7 The Allegation of Circularity 


Hopkins is not the only commentator who alleges that this Stage Three argu- 
ment is circular. In the first chapter of his Anselm’s Other Argument, David 
Smith presents a generally careful and subtle analysis of Anselm’s thought. 
However, he finds a different problem with Anselm’s reasoning in Stage Three. 
Unlike Hopkins, he recognizes that Anselm does identify something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought as God in the second half of P3, but has 
concerns about Anselm’s grounds for doing so. 


THE THIRD STAGE: THE EXISTENCE OF GOD 255 


Smith is rare amongst commentators for recognizing that the arguments 
Anselm presents in P2 and the first part of P3 are deliberately and explicitly not 
about God, and that it is in the middle of P3 that he affirms the identification of 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought as God. But, Smith asks, 
on what basis?28 


In this second address to God, therefore, Anselm is identifying God with 
G [= something than which a greater cannot be thought]. On the basis 
of this identification Anselm draws the conclusion that God cannot be 
conceived not to exist — since this has just been demonstrated to hold 
of G.... Here, once again, we find an identification of G and God, but no 
argument for it. Once again, we seem to have a profession of faith. 


We have seen that Anselm in fact provides two arguments for this identifica- 
tion. And Smith seems to acknowledge that, since he continues, “Anselm im- 
mediately follows this with two considerations that are meant to support it”. 
He rightly points out that the first consideration (sentence A) is again a profes- 
sion of belief, and hardly an argument. However, unlike La Croix and Hopkins, 
Smith does recognize that with the help of sentence B, interpreted minimally, 
it is possible to construct a proof of God’s existence from the second and third 
chapters of the Proslogion, and notes that in my 1976 book I had focussed on 
this as constituting a last crucial step in Anselm’s proof of God’s existence.?° 
However, he has a problem with this argument:3° 


The argument would go as follows: Something exists that cannot be con- 
ceived not to exist; everything other than God can be conceived not to 
exist; therefore God exists. The first premise is the upshot of a train of 
argument that was concerned solely with G [= something than which a 
greater cannot be thought], and so was meant to be acceptable to the 
Fool. What, however, of the second? Anselm gives no argument for it in 
Proslogion 111. 


Smith is to be commended for having accurately discerned the argument 
Anselm has in mind; he has not been misled by those translations which in- 
clude an ‘except’ clause. And he is right to complain, as do Logan and Hopkins, 


28 Smith (2014), p.13. 
29 Smith (2014), p.195, n. 30. 
30 ~=—- Smith (2014), p. 13. 
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that Anselm provides no grounds in P3 to justify the premise asserted by sen- 
tence B. Precisely because this metaphysical argument is so crucial to Anselm’s 
enterprise, his asserting this premise, with no attempt to justify it, was a seri- 
ous omission. 

Ihave come to believe that this criticism goes a long way towards explaining 
why Anselm wrote what he did in his Reply to Gaunilo. It seems highly likely 
that Gaunilo’s intervention made Anselm realize that his argument suffered 
from this very deficiency. For, as I will elaborate in the next chapter, Gaunilo’s 
famous counter-example of the Lost Island has been forestalled by this prem- 
ise, although Gaunilo seems not to have noticed. Evidently, Anselm, through 
his exchange with Gaunilo, became acutely aware of how easily his Argument 
could be misread, since he had not attempted in the Proslogion to justify this 
crucial premise. To rectify that omission, he devotes a substantial portion of 
his Reply to justifying that very claim. 

Indeed, that seems to be the reason why Anselm ordered that if ever the 
Proslogion were copied, then copies of Gaunilo’s commentary, and his Reply, 
should always be bound together with it. He would have had two reasons for 
this. Firstly, securing the identity of God as something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought by means of this premise — and not relying it simply as a 
matter of faith — was crucial for the logic of his entire unum argumentum. And 
we have seen that, without it, he does not have a proof of the existence of 
God. So, lacking this premise, he would not have progressed beyond his initial 
declaration of faith early in P2. And secondly, he needs this premise to sink 
Gaunilo’s island. 

Smith is alive to the significance of this issue. He draws attention to a num- 
ber of passages in the Reply — he calls them the ‘Conditions passages’ — where 
Anselm argues that there are various conditions under which existing things 
can be thought not to exist, and Smith allows that Anselm presents this as an 
exhaustive list of those conditions. Smith continues:*! 


So, if it can be shown that God alone cannot conceivably meet any of 
these conditions, He alone cannot be conceived not to exist, and the ar- 
gument for God’s existence will be complete. 

But Smith believes that, despite his best efforts, Anselm fails to justify this 


metaphysical premise. He continues: 


31 Smith (2014), p. 14. 
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Not only, however, does Anselm never present this argument; how might 
he have thought that he could convince someone without faith, such 
as the Fool, of this crucial last thesis: that God cannot be conceived not 
to exist? Of course, if God is something than which a greater cannot be 
conceived, Anselm could doubtless argue, on purely “rational” grounds, 
that God cannot conceivably meet any of the conditions, because this is 
greater than conceivably meeting any of them. But this brings us round 
in a circle to the identification of God with G [= something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought] that is the very point at issue. 


What do we make of this objection? It seems to me unreasonable for Hopkins 
and Smith to insist that Anselm should present argumentation, of a kind which 
would ‘convince someone without faith’, that God alone cannot be conceived 
not to exist, in order to establish that God is something than which a greater 
cannot be conceived. For any such propositions would have to be theological 
propositions, and someone without faith is unlikely to accept any theological 
propositions as true. 

My response in §8.6 above to Hopkins’ assertion that Anselm needs to es- 
tablish that “because God alone is something than which a greater cannot be 
thought, anything which is not God can be thought not to exist”, was that he is 
prescribing the logical requirement the wrong way around. Smith’s complaint 
also states this requirement the wrong way around. In order to justify his prem- 
ise, Anselm is not required to show that God alone cannot conceivably meet 
any of these conditions. On the contrary, all that he is required to show is that 
everything other than God does satisfy those conditions. For if he can show 
that, it follows, from that fact that he has already proved that there exists some- 
thing which could not be thought not to exist, that God is this something, and 
therefore that God could not be thought not to exist. What Hopkins and Smith 
claim to be a requirement is a demonstrable consequence, provided Anselm can 
show that everything other than God can be thought not to exist. 

So, let us examine those Conditions passages. In Ri, Anselm systematically 
works through various types of existing things. Firstly, he points out that things 
which do not exist at some time and some place, but do at some other time and 
other place, can be thought not to exist. He argues that although spatiotem- 
poral things do exist at some place and some time, because they do not exist 
everywhere and everywhen, they can be thought as existing at no time and 
nowhere. Furthermore, he argues, whatever has parts which exist at different 
times can be thought to have no parts, so that its whole self can be thought 
to exist at no time and nowhere. As he says, “What is made up of parts can be 
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dissolved by thought and not exist”. And he makes clear that the features speci- 
fied apply collectively as well as individually: 


For even if it should be said that time always exists and the world exists 
everywhere, yet the former does not always exist in its entirety [totum], 
nor is the latter everywhere in its entirety [totum]. 


He concludes: 


Therefore, whatever is not somewhere or at some time in its entirety can 
be thought not to exist, even if it does exist. 


That reasoning seems cogent. In R4, Anselm returns to this issue. We noted 
earlier that Gaunilo had suggested that, instead of concluding his argument by 
saying that this supreme thing cannot be thought not to exist, it would perhaps 
be better to say that it cannot be understood not to exist, because if something 
is understood to exist, it cannot be thought not to. Anselm makes clear that he 
is unimpressed by this suggestion, responding: 


For even if nothing which exists can be understood not to exist, yet all 
things can be thought not to exist, apart from that which is supreme. 
Indeed, all those things, and only they, which have a beginning or an end 
or are a conjunction of parts — as I have already said, whatever does not 
exist somewhere and at some time in its entirety — can be thought not to 
exist. Rather, that alone cannot be thought not to exist, in which thought 
finds neither beginning nor end, nor a conjunction of parts, but which it 
finds always and everywhere in its entirety [totum]. 


The only exception he allows to what can be thought not to exist is “that 
which ... [thought] finds always and everywhere in its entirety”. However, it is 
far from clear what Anselm means by “existing always and everywhere in its en- 
tirety”. As I was puzzling over this rather obscure notion, it occurred to me that 
it might be clarified by comparing it to a passage in Aristotle’s Metaphysics,>2 
where he distinguishes between two sorts of changes. As he says, some chang- 
es are actions, such as building a house; such changes have a telos, an end-state 
which marks their completion. Other kinds of change are activities, such as 
seeing and living well. The latter, Aristotle says, are ends in themselves, and are 
complete at any moment, as long as they last. He cites the example: 


32 ~~ Aristotle: Metaphysics, 1048>30-33. 


THE THIRD STAGE: THE EXISTENCE OF GOD 259 


For one is not walking and at the same time in a state of having walked, 
nor building a house and in a state of having built a house, nor becoming 
and having become ... but one has seen and at the same time is seeing the 
same thing, and is contemplating and has contemplated the same thing. 


I take Aristotle’s point to be that when someone is performing some action, 
such as building a house, the actions which are directed towards building it 
are not fully performed until the house is completely built. But once an action 
has been performed successfully, it is over. So, the action of building a house 
ceases once the house is complete. In contrast, while activities such as ‘seeing’, 
or ‘living well’ are also things we do, they are done differently. They are ends 
in themselves and complete at every moment for as long as they last. That is, 
when I am looking at some object, my activity of looking achieves what I am 
trying to do, namely seeing that object; the activity of seeing keeps on being 
successful at every moment, for as long as I am looking at it. And if I keep on 
looking at it for a long time, my seeing it is both continuous throughout that 
period and is successful for every moment of that period. The crucial differ- 
ence is that activities in the second group are achievements at every moment; 
success does not have to wait for the activity to end. Anyone looking at this 
book has successfully performed the activity of seeing, and since seeing takes 
place over time, that same achievement of seeing keeps on occurring at every 
moment, so long as that person keeps reading this book. Seeing takes time, but 
it is the same successful activity at each time. 

Aristotle says this is also true of human beings; we are completely who we 
are at every moment of our lives. That is a very intriguing thought. Johanna 
Seibt comments on this passage in Aristotle’s Metaphysics that actions which 
involve changes, such as ‘building a house’ or ‘learning’ lead to an end (their 
telos) which lies ‘beyond’ and are incomplete as long as the end is not reached.*3 
Living well is not like that. Anyone who lives well achieves that state of well- 
being day after day, after day. In accordance with this distinction, Seibt 
submits that to be a human being is to be a continual dynamic process of self- 
constitution, which each of us achieves at every living moment of our lives, for 
as long as we live. That is, each of us is present in our entirety at every moment 
of our lives. 

Anselm would not have had Aristotle’s Metaphysics to hand, but his talk of 
something existing ‘in its entirety [totum]’ at various times and places does 
seem to be similar to Aristotle’s idea, perhaps handed down in the tradition. 
Howbeit, something like this would make sense of Anselm’s claim that “that 


33 Seibt (2018). 
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alone cannot be thought not to exist... which [thought] finds always and 
everywhere in its entirety”. For given Seibt’s proposal that to be a human being 
is to be a continual dynamic process of self-constitution, every moment of a life 
is an achievement, and anyone's life is a continuous process of such achieve- 
ments. According to that account, I am wholly who I am at every moment of 
my life — and so are you. I suggest that that is what Anselm means when he 
speaks of “existing always and everywhere in its entirety”. 

But while that account makes sense of Anselm’s talk of existing ‘in its en- 
tirety [totum]’ at various times and places, none of us humans ‘exist afways 
and everywhere in our entirety’. Although my living well is a life-long process of 
self-constitution, it is nevertheless true that I was born at a certain date, and I 
understand that I will die sometime. While I have lived in my entirety at every 
moment of quite a long time, and in quite a number of different places, I know 
that I have not lived in my entirety at every time and every place. My mode of 
existence is, therefore, such that it too can be thought not to exist; there are 
times and places when and where I have not existed. As Anselm went on im- 
mediately to point out to Gaunilo, 


Therefore, I reply that you can think that you do not exist, even while you 
know that you most certainly do exist. 1am amazed that you said you did 
not know this. 


We do know about ourselves that we exist in our entirety at every time and 
in every place when and where we exist, so we can understand what it means 
to do that. So we can understand Anselm's concept. But we also know that 
we ourselves do not exist always and everywhere. Therefore, we too can be 
thought not to exist. 

It is significant that, in the passage from R4 quoted above, Anselm intro- 
duces his universal claim that everything can be thought not to exist, “apart 
from that which is supreme [praeter id quod summe est]”. That sentence, which 
is equivalent to the premise of his metaphysical argument, makes clear that he 
takes this list of conditions to be exhaustive; those conditions are both neces- 
sary and sufficient for something to be such that it can be thought not to exist. 
So, those conditions ensure that everything can be thought not to exist, apart 
from that which is supreme. And, leaving the disputed question of God’s exis- 
tence aside, that everything can be thought not to exist is precisely what the 
premise of the metaphysical argument asserts. 

I reiterate that to justify his premise that whatever is other than God alone 
can be thought not to exist, Anselm does not have to show that God alone can- 
not conceivably meet any of these conditions, as Smith requires. All Anselm 
needs to show is that, leaving the question of God’s existence aside, nothing 
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fails to satisfy these conditions. Anselm’s metaphysical argument then takes 
up that question which was put aside. It directly addresses the question of 
whether God can also be thought not to exist. Having shown that something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought could not be thought not to exist, 
and having shown that everything other than God meets at least one of the 
conditions which ensures that it can be thought not to exist, Anselm has to 
hand an inescapable response to the question: How is it that God alone could 
not be thought not to exist? Answer: Because something-than-which-a-great- 
er-cannot-be-thought so truly exists that it could not be thought not to exist, 
and everything other than God can be thought not to exist, nothing other than 
God can be something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 

Smith also maintains, in the quotation above, that Anselm never argues for 
the conclusion that God cannot be thought not to exist in a way that would con- 
vince an atheist. Whether it is part of Anselm's intention to convince an atheist 
with his arguments is another question, which I will address in Chapter 12. 
But two other aspects of Smith’s claim are relevant here. One is whether 
Anselm ever argues for, as distinct from assuming or merely asserting, his con- 
clusion that God could not be thought not to exist. The answer to that question 
has to be: Yes, he has such an argument. It is true that he did not spell it out, as I 
have. But he does propose a premise which enables valid arguments to be con- 
structed. I cannot believe that he was not aware of what his premise entailed. 
The reconstructions presented in §8.3 and §8.4 are based exclusively on what 
he explicitly says, and in a way which it is manifestly neither question-begging 
nor circular. 

The other question raised by Smith’s claim is: Would, or should, this argu- 
ment convince atheists? It is not obvious that they would have any reason to 
reject Anselm's premise — “Whatever is other than God can be thought not to 
exist” — out of hand, other than for the reason that, when taken together with 
the conclusion of Stage Two, it entails conclusions which they disbelieve. And 
it has been shown when Anselm’s metaphysical premise is re-formulated on 
the supposition that God does not exist — something with which an atheist 
could well agree — that premise, together with the conclusion of Stage Two, 
entails that God does exist, and consequently, the other conclusion listed at 
the beginning of §8.5. 


8.8 A Sceptical Hypothesis 
Lest there be any lingering suspicions that Anselm’s premise is, after all, 


question-begging and/or circular, it is possible to reinterpret his premise 
by turning it into a thoroughly sceptical hypothesis. Remarkably, Anselm’s 
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conclusions still validly follow. Although Anselm himself did not develop his 
Argument in this way, it draws upon his argumentation. 

I can understand that there could be a sceptical suspicion that Anselm is 
somehow smuggling in the existence of God by his mentioning God in the 
premise of his metaphysical argument. So, let us suppose that the Fool's de- 
nial is true. The most sceptical critic cannot object to this supposition, since 
it answers the question of whether God exists in the negative. That is, let us 
suppose: 


(44) God does not exist. 


Supposing (44) allows us to reinterpret the premise of Anselm’s metaphysical 
argument: 


(10) Whatever is other than God can be thought not to exist. 


I have been insisting that (10) says nothing about God; the point of the premise 
(10) is to set the question of God’s existence aside. But with our supposing (44), 
that question is no longer set aside. It is answered with an unequivocal “No”. 

I already noted in various places a principle Anselm declares in Reply 5: 
“What does not exist is able not to exist; and what is able not to exist can be 
thought not to exist”. Simplifying that principle yields: 


(45) Whatever does not exist can be thought not to exist. 
Instantiating (45), it follows that: 

(46) If God does not exist, then God can be thought not to exist. 
Of course, as I have argued in §8.2 above, Anselm would not think it ‘fitting’ to 
treat God as a proper instance of an unrestricted universal proposition, such 
as (45), but a sceptic who endorses (44) would have no such qualms. So, since 
we are supposing, in (44), that the Fool’s denial is true, a sceptic has no reason 
to refuse to accept (46). And since (44) says that the antecedent of (46) is true, 
it follows from (44) and (46) by modus ponens that: 


(47) God can be thought not to exist. 


Although (10) is silent on the question of whether God can be thought not to 
exist, the assumption of (44) has now settled that issue as well. So, if both (10) 


THE THIRD STAGE: THE EXISTENCE OF GOD 263 


and (47) are true, the one possible instance of being unable to be thought not 
to exist, on which the premise (10) is silent, has now been ruled out. Given 
the supposition that the Fool’s denial is true, (10) and (47) can be conjoined. 
That is: 


(48) God can be thought not to exist, and everything other than God can 
be thought not to exist. 


(48) implies straightforwardly that: 
(49) Everything can be thought not to exist. 


Note: the scope of “everything” in (48) is very wide. It covers both all the things 
which exist, and all the things which do not, since (45) says that whatever does 
not exist can be thought not to exist. 

Now, (49) has been deduced from the supposition (44). So, it follows by con- 
ditional proof that: 


(50) If God does not exist, everything can be thought not to exist. 


So, by supposing the Fool’s denial of the existence of God we have, by valid 
steps, transformed Anselm's premise (10) into this sceptical hypothesis (50). 

On the face of it, there is no good reason for an atheist to refuse to accept 
(50). In fact, as I will argue in Chapter u, to be consistent, an atheist should ac- 
cept it as true. I have been arguing that (10) should be interpreted minimally, 
but now we have reduced it to something even less committal. The only claim 
it makes about God is that there is no God. It is not possible to maintain that 
(50) is somehow smuggling in positive claims about either God’s identity or 
His existence. Since we have derived such a sceptical corollary as (50) from 
Anselm’s premise (10), the allegation that somehow Anselm’s premise begs the 
question of God’s existence is exposed as groundless. 

I suspect, however, that if atheists understood what (50) entails, they would 
be very uncomfortable about accepting such a premise. For recall the conclu- 
sion of Stage Two: 


(51) Something-than-which-a greater-cannot-be-thought so truly exists 
that it could not be thought not to exist. 
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Given (51), it is not true that everything can be thought not to exist. That is, the 
consequent of (50) is false. Therefore, simply by applying the rule of modus tol- 
lens, it follows from (50) and (51) that: 


(52) It is not true that God does not exist. 
and by Double Negation, it follows from (52) that: 
(53) God exists! 


So, our sceptical hypothesis has turned out, by drawing upon Anselm’s argu- 
mentation, to entail its own negation; not everything can be thought not to 
exist. But that is not because (10) has somehow smuggled in (53). Rather, it is 
(51), the conclusion of Stage Two, which has proved so powerful. Since that 
conclusion contradicts the consequent of (50), the sceptical supposition (44) 
has to be rejected, and the conclusion (53) affirmed as true. 

Now that (53) has been deduced, it can serve as a premise from which to 
infer Anselm’s other conclusions. Lest a reader suspect that that is a mere as- 
sertion, let me demonstrate it. 

Anselm’s first conclusion about God, announced in P3, is that “This”— that is, 
the subject of the conclusion of Stage Two, “something-than-which-a greater- 
cannot-be-thought’” — “is You, Lord, our God”. That is, he concludes that ‘Lord, 
our God’ is something-than-which-a greater-cannot-be-thought. For that rea- 
son, the argument resumes with the conclusion of Stage Two, i.e., 


(51) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought so truly exists 
that it could not be thought not to exist. 


Since the subject of (51) is “something”, let us, as so often before, introduce an 
assumption which mirrors (51) but with the singular term, “that-than-which-a 
greater-cannot-be-thought’, as its subject. And to make reading easier, let us 


” 


again abbreviate that to “a”. With that, the new assumption is: 


(54) a is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and a so truly 
exists that it could not be thought not to exist. 


It will be useful to extract the second conjoint: 


(55) aso truly exists that it could not be thought not to exist. 
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Our interest here is to see whether we can deduce from (54) Anselm’s conclu- 
sion that God is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. Since a 
is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, let us in typical Anselmian 
style, suppose the opposite of what we want to prove. That is, let us suppose: 
(56) If God exists, a is other than God. 
From (53) and (56) it follows that: 
(57) ais other than God. 
Since both the antecedent and the consequent of our sceptical hypothesis (50) 
have been proven false, it is now legitimate to revert to the original formulation 
of Anselm’s metaphysical premise (10). From (10) and (57) it follows that: 


(58) acan be thought not to exist. 


It was to facilitate the inference of (58) that the supposition (56) was intro- 
duced. That supposition can now be discharged by conditional proof. That is, 


(59) If God exists, and a is other than God, and then a can be thought not 
to exist. 


But at line (53) it has already been deduced that God exists. So, from (53) and 
(59) it follows by modus ponens that: 


(60) If ais other than God, then a can be thought not to exist. 


But line (55) says that a could not be thought not to exist. So, it follows from 
(55) and (60) by modus tollens that: 


(61) ais not other than God. 
That is, by Double Negation, 
(62) God is identical to a. 


Given that identity, what (54) says is true of a is true of God. So, substituting 
“God” for “a” in (54) it follows that: 
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(63) God is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and God so 
truly exists that He could not be thought not to exist. 


Since (63) has been deduced from a set of propositions including (54), and 
the subject of (54), namely, “a”, does not occur in (63) nor in any of the other 
propositions upon which (63) depends, (63) can be re-asserted as following 
from (51). Disjoining the two clauses (because Anselm asserts them as two dif- 


ferent propositions) both the following have been validly deduced from (51): 


(64) God is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 
(65) God so truly exists that He could not be thought not to exist. 


Since we used conditional proof to have discharge the supposition (56), both 
of those conclusions depend on just three premises: 


— The premise of Anselm’s metaphysical argument: (10); 
— The general principle from Reply 5, which was simplified to (46); and 
— The conclusion of Stage Two: (51). 


Apart from the three premises listed, all other assumptions have been dis- 
charged. Those two conclusions (64) and (65) are precisely what Anselm 
claimed to have proven in introducing Stage Three. And with those two con- 
clusions, all Anselm's other conclusions about God, including (42) and (43), 
follow in the way we have demonstrated in §8.4 above. 

What is striking about this deduction is that we have been able to recon- 
struct his proof starting with such a sceptical assumption as “God does not 
exist”. So even the reductive, sceptical variant of Anselm's metaphysical 
premise — “If God does not exist, everything can be thought not to exist” — pro- 
vides sufficient rational support to deduce all his conclusions. And given that 
they follow from that sceptical premise, that shows that his metaphysical argu- 
ment in Stage Three cannot possibly be begging the question. 

When we reflect on the argument we have just articulated, it becomes evi- 
dent that it is not the premise (10) on its own which is so potent, but its com- 
bination with the conclusion of Stage Two: (50). But given the very different 
characters of those two propositions, all of Anselm's conclusions concerning 
God are well and truly ‘hidden’ Quite the contrary, starting out from our scepti- 
cal hypothesis, we have explicitly articulated every step and found a valid argu- 
ment with no evidence of Anselm having illicitly smuggled into his premises 
what he wants to prove. 
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I launched this variant of Anselm’s argument in response to Japer Hopkins’ 
allegation that nowhere in P3 — not even in this second leg of reasoning — does 
Anselm, in a non-circular or non-question-begging way, establish (as opposed 
to assume) either that only one thing is something than which a greater cannot 
be thought or that God Himself is something than which a greater cannot be 
thought. And it is equally effective in refuting Smith’s accusation of circularity. 
It is true that Anselm did not spell out the arguments which his premise (10) 
entails, as I have here. Consequently, it is understandable that a reader could 
easily fail to see what that premise, in conjunction the Anselm’s Stage Two 
reasoning, implies. But I have no doubt that Anselm himself was fully aware of 
the implications of his own premises. 

It is because Hopkins has failed to see how Anselm in P3 does provide ratio- 
nal support for his conclusion that he asserts:34 


Anselm's argument is not complete by the end of P3, and that, in fact, he 
uses P5 to show that there is only one being than which a greater cannot 
be thought. 


Again, this is incorrect. Anselm’s Argument for the four conclusions listed at 
the beginning of §8.5 above is complete by the end of P3, although there re- 
mains much more for his unum argumentum to deal with. And in response to 
Hopkins’ second point, Anselm does indeed affirm that “God is that which, the 
highest of all things, alone existing per se, made all other things from nothing” 
in Ps. But he begins that chapter by addressing God as “You, than whom noth- 
ing greater can be thought”! We have seen that he can legitimately do that in P5 
because he has already established God’s identity, existence, and uniqueness 
in Pg, and has reaffirmed that God is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought in P4. Ps is the beginning of his quest to comprehend, as best he can, 
the nature of God, of which being per se ipsum is the first, and most fundamen- 
tal, feature on which he comments. 
It is also relevant to reject another of Hopkins’ allegations, that:35 


Anselm was assuming, even in P2 and P3, that there is only one being 
than which a greater cannot be thought, and that this being is God. Even 
while making this assumption he was in the process of justifying it... 


34 Hopkins (1978), p. 252. 
35 Hopkins (1986), p. 12. My italics. 
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I can find no evidence of such an assumption in P2 and P3. Anselm does use 
the singular term “that-than-which-... [id quo ...]” in developing his arguments 
in both Stages One and Two, but that is not because he is illegitimately as- 
suming that there is only one thing than which a greater cannot be thought. 
That can be said only by someone who has failed to understand the logic of 
Anselm's Argument. Rather, as I have explained in §4.2, Anselm uses that sin- 
gular term as a logical device to refer to some arbitrarily chosen instance, a 
typical exemplar, of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought in 
order to draw his generalized conclusions. The situation is different as a result 
of the conclusions (42) and (43). With those conclusions in hand, he is entitled 
hereafter to use that same phrase differently. Since (19) implies that God exists, 
and (43) has established the uniqueness of God as the sole being than which a 
greater cannot be thought, hereafter Anselm is entitled to use the phrase “that- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought” as a Russellian definite description. 
When later in the Proslogion, and in the Reply, he uses that description as a 
referring phrase, as he does, he is not ‘assuming’ that there is only one being 
than which a greater cannot be thought; he has proven that only one being, 
God, can have such a nature. 


8.9 The Two Interpretations 


Our intensive examination of this P3 passage has yielded two different interpre- 
tations of what Anselm is doing here in Stage Three. On both interpretations, 
Anselm’s reasoning in both the theological argument and the metaphysical 
argument is formally valid, but there are two different ways of understanding 
the roles which Anselm intended those arguments to be playing. Let me sum- 
marize what we have gathered so far. 

Firstly, recall the two premises for what I am calling the theological argu- 
ment and the metaphysical argument respectively: 


(1) If some mind could think of something better than You, the crea- 
ture would rise above the Creator, and judge the Creator. 
(10) Whatever is other than You can be thought not to exist. 


We saw in the previous section that Smith rightly objects that in the Proslogion 
Anselm makes no attempt to justify his metaphysical premise. And we saw 
that in his Reply Anselm discusses at some length various conditions under 
which existing things can be thought not to exist. Smith allows that Anselm 
presents this as an exhaustive list of those conditions, but again objects that 


THE THIRD STAGE: THE EXISTENCE OF GOD 269 


Anselm still fails to justify his metaphysical premise because he does not show 
that God alone cannot conceivably meet any of these conditions. Accordingly, 
Smith portrays what I have called the metaphysical argument as caught up in 
circular reasoning, and therefore no argument at all. Given that assessment, 
Smith concludes that Anselm must rely solely on the premise of the theologi- 
cal argument to identify something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
as God. Let us call that interpretation, which rejects the metaphysical argu- 
ment and locates Anselm's conclusions exclusively in the theological argu- 
ment, the Barthian interpretation, for reasons which will soon become clear. 

We saw in §8.2 above that there is a problem with interpreting Anselm 
as relying solely on the premise of the theological argument: his second 
conclusion — that God so truly exists that He could not be thought not to exist — 
cannot validly be deduced from what he explicitly says. If that logical hole is 
to be filled, some additional premise is required in order to derive the second 
conclusion. Otherwise that second proposition is not a conclusion at all; it is 
an unjustified assertion. There are only two live options available for that. One 
is to invoke the universalized variant of the Stage Two conclusion. When that 
variant is invoked, the hole is filled; Anselm’s second conclusion does validly 
follow from the identification established by that premise. Let us call that the 
expanded theological argument. While that universalized variant can be val- 
idly inferred, it is quite a bold assumption to maintain that Anselm was relying 
on a proposition which he never articulated, in order to secure a conclusion so 
crucial for his whole project: that God so truly exists that he cannot be thought 
not to exist. I have serious reservations about that proposal, which I explained 
towards the end of §8.2 above. 

While expanding the theological argument does fill that logical hole, it does 
not suffice to establish that God is unique. The argument up to this point has 
not excluded the possibility that there might be, in addition to God, another 
being than which a greater cannot be thought. (They would have the same 
degree of greatness.) Both would exist so truly that they could not be thought 
not to exist. Given that, Anselm still needs to establish the uniqueness of God, 
a conclusion crucial to the argument of the Proslogion as a whole. According 
to this Barthian interpretation, that is the sole function of the premise (10). 
It should be understood as simply inferring a further consequence: that God 
alone exists so truly that He could not be thought not to exist. This reading 
is compatible with understanding the “except” clause in most of the usual 
English translations of sentence B as implying that God cannot be thought 
not to exist. That would not be regarded as question-begging, because the two 
conclusions established by the expanded theological argument have already 
established that God so truly exists that He could not be thought not to exist. 
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Accordingly, the import of the sentence B is simply to assert that nothing else 
exists so truly. And that uniqueness argument provides the Barthian interpre- 
tation with a way of proving Anselm's second conclusion, and therefore the 
existence of God, alternative to invoking the universalized variant of the Stage 
Two conclusion 

Part of understanding Anselm’s strategy in this way is that the premise (10) 
is not understood as introducing a second, parallel argument for his two con- 
clusions. That is, this Barthian interpretation maintains that Anselm did not 
intend to articulate what I have called the metaphysical argument for the exis- 
tence of God. On this view, Anselm intends this premise to do no more than to 
show that, in addition to the two conclusions justified by the expanded theo- 
logical argument, the mode of God's existing is one of His unique and distinc- 
tive features. 

Anyone who favours this interpretation will maintain that Anselm did not 
intend, nor expect his readers to accept, the identification of something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought as God for the reason stated in the prem- 
ise (10). That is why I call this a Barthian interpretation; Barth denies that any 
theological position can be dependent upon general metaphysical consider- 
ations. On this view, Anselm does not need an argument for the identification 
at this point, because he has just explicitly stated the identity (“And You are 
this, Lord our God”) and backed it up with a reason (“For if any mind ...”). 

The consequence of this Barthian interpretation is that Anselm’s crucial 
conclusions all depend upon the doctrine of creation referred to in the prem- 
ise (1). Smith, who understands this passage in this way, therefore reports:36 


I find nothing in Anselm's work to conflict with Barth’s reading of the 
situation: “How do we know that God’s real name is quo maius cogitari 
nequit? We know it because that is how God has revealed himself and 
because we believe him as he has revealed himself”. 


Smith adopts this Barthian interpretation because his assessment is that the 
premise (10) is unjustified unless Anselm first shows that God alone cannot con- 
ceivably meet any of the conditions for being conceivably non-existent. Since 
Smith believes that Anselm never justifies that requirement, he concludes:3” 


That God is something than which a greater cannot be conceived is not 
only, for Anselm, a religious insight; it is the beginning, and not the end, 


36 Smith (2014), p. 14. His reference is to Barth (1960), p. 152. 
37. Smith (2014), p. 15. 
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of his quest to understand the nature of God. I think it fairly clear that 
Anselm believed that such an exploration would be into an understand- 
ing specifically of God only if informed and guided by faith. 


Consequently, this interpretation understands Anselm's Argument as remain- 
ing within the circle of Christian faith. I will return to discuss that understand- 
ing more generally in §12.2. 

Notwithstanding the coherence of that Barthian interpretation, I remain 
unconvinced that it rightly understands how Anselm is arguing in this criti- 
cal passage. For a start, we have seen in §8.7 that the ‘Conditions passages’ in 
Anselm’s Reply do provide a comprehensive list of the conditions which entail 
that something can be thought not to exist. Smith acknowledges that Anselm 
takes this list to be exhaustive. But even so, he thinks that that exhaustive list 
is not sufficient to justify Anselm’s premise that everything other than God can 
be thought not to exist. This is despite Anselm’s asserting in R4: 


For even if nothing that exists can be understood not to exist, yet all 
things can be thought not to exist, except that which is supreme. Indeed, 
all those things, and only those things, which have a beginning or an 
end or are a conjunction of parts — as I have already said, whatever does 
not exist somewhere and at some time in its entirety [totum] — can be 
thought not to exist. Rather, that alone cannot be thought not to exist, 
in which thought finds neither beginning nor end nor a conjunction of 
parts, but which it finds always and everywhere in its entirety. 


In this passage Anselm is clearly arguing that everything satisfies his criteria 
for being able to be thought not to exist, with only one exception: that which is 
supreme. But since he has proven his Stage Two conclusion, there is something 
which exists so truly that it cannot be thought not to exist. Anselm does not in 
the Reply explicitly argue that that one exception is God; he simply describes 
that exception as “what is supreme”. But given that his criteria encompass 
every worldly thing, that sole exception could not be anything other than God. 
To my mind, that suffices to justify this premise. 

Furthermore, we have seen in §8.8 that sceptically modifying that prem- 
ise, so that all it says about God is that He does not exist, suffices to prove 
not only that God exists but also Anselm’s other conclusions. So, Anselm is 
not required to prove, first of all, that God alone cannot conceivably meet 
any of the conditions for being conceivably non-existent. On the contrary, 
he has in his Reply a justification for the premise of the metaphysical argu- 
ment, and that argument does entail that God is uniquely and necessarily 
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that-than-which-a-greater-cannot be-thought. Smith is right to characterize 
that identification as a religious insight, but it is more than that; it is also a 
plausible thesis supported by substantial metaphysical arguments. Given that 
outcome, the motivation for preferring the Barthian interpretation evaporates. 

Therefore, I propose an alternative interpretation of the text, one which 
recognizes that the premise (10) introduces a second, independent argument. 
Anyone who favours the Barthian interpretation has some explanation to do. 
For it is a fact, demonstrated in §8.3 above, that when sentence B is under- 
stood that way, both Anselm's conclusions follow validly from what he actu- 
ally articulated in the text. That is a quite remarkable coincidence if Anselm 
only ever intended this premise to prove God’s uniqueness. If establishing the 
uniqueness of God were the only role of the premise (10) — not God’s identity, 
nor His supreme existence — what are we to make of the fact that the premise 
Anselm employs for no other purpose should nevertheless just happen to be 
sufficient, together with the explicit conclusion of Stage Two, to establish not 
only God’s uniqueness, but all four crucial conclusions mentioned at the be- 
ginning of §8.5? Could as acute a thinker as Anselm have asserted sentence B 
for the sole purpose of establishing God’s uniqueness, and have been oblivi- 
ous to the fact that inadvertently that same premise suffices, independently 
of Sentence A, to prove all of those conclusions, conclusions so critical for his 
whole enterprise? That seems to me to be literally incredible. 

On my alternative interpretation, the role of each of the two sentences A 
and B is to introduce a distinct argument, both of which entail the identifica- 
tion of God as something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and one 
of the functions of the second, metaphysical, argument is to establish what 
the first theological argument, as Anselm wrote it, does not: that God alone so 
truly exists that He could not be thought not to exist. 

I accept, however, that anyone who adopts this second, metaphysical in- 
terpretation must explain why Anselm would want to prove the identity of 
God twice over, on different grounds. The first point to note is that Anselm 
quite likes proving conclusions twice, from different premises. In Chapters 6 
and 7, we have rehearsed his two different arguments for the conclusion that 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought could not be thought not 
to exist. Likewise, as we will see in Chapter 10, he articulates in Reply 1 two 
arguments from contradictory premises for the same conclusion. And he has 
two other arguments, as well, in the Reply for the existence of something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. So, it is no surprise that he has in P3 two 
quite different arguments from the same conclusion (or for the same two con- 
clusions, if one allows the expansion of the theological argument, or that he 
intends the uniqueness argument to bolster his theological argument). 
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Accordingly, I understand the two arguments in P3 to be serving two quite 
different purposes. I understand that Anselm propounds his theological argu- 
ment to reassure his brothers — and his archbishop! — that he has not strayed 
from orthodoxy, that his argument endorses this central Christian doctrine, 
that his proof establishes the existence of ‘our God’. And I understand that 
he propounds the metaphysical argument both to supply independent sup- 
port for his theological conclusion(s), and to show that his Argument satisfies a 
universal test of rationality. Of course, it might be objected that, if Anselm was 
providing a second argument, it is redundant. But not so. We have seen that 
the theological argument, on its own, and even when expanded, has appeal 
only to those who are already Christian believers. Manifestly, Anselm is quite 
comfortable with the fact that the theological argument relies on an appeal to 
the Christian doctrine of creation, and why not? As he said, he is writing, at 
least in the first instance, for ‘his brothers’ and himself. But if he can reinforce 
the identity statement derived on doctrinal grounds with reasons which do not 
presuppose the belief that the world is God’s creation, all the better! Having 
at hand a premise which did not appeal to Christian doctrine might well have 
struck him as deepening his understanding of what he at first merely believed. 
That well accords with his overall quest. 

That Anselm intends his Argument to be one which satisfies a universal 
test of rationality is strongly supported by the last sentence of P3. He there 
makes a claim which more than adequately explains why he adds the second, 
metaphysical argument. For he clearly indicates that as well as writing for his 
brother monks, he has another objective in mind. He asks, 


Why then has the Fool said in his heart “God does not exist’, when it is so 
obvious to a rational mind that You exist maximally of all? 


It is significant that Anselm believes that the conclusion of his three-stage 
Argument is so obvious that anyone with a rational mind can work his or her 
way through his Argument, recapitulating each of its steps, and conclude that 
God exists maximally of all. We will see how Anselm arrives at that last conclu- 
sion in the next section, but what is relevant here is his claim that his conclu- 
sions are ‘obvious to a rational mind’. That he could dismiss the Fool so easily as 
stupid and foolish shows that Anselm is not aiming his Argument particularly 
at the Fool; his appeal is to any rational mind. And it seems quite implausible 
to suggest that he could have assumed that everyone with a rational mind is 
already a believing Christian. His Argument would clearly be deficient if, at 
its crucial step of identifying something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought as “our God’, the reasoning requires any rational mind to assent to the 
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premise of the theological argument. That identification, and its consequence — 
that God so truly exists that he could not be thought not to exist — has to follow 
from a premise to which anyone with a rational mind could at least allow, be 
they Christian or not. That final sentence of P3 is the strongest evidence possi- 
ble that, pace Barth and Smith, Anselm did not understand his own Argument 
as restricted to the circle of Christian faith. That, I submit, is why Anselm in- 
cludes the metaphysical argument and why he did intend both his conclusions 
to follow from it. 

If lam understanding his whole project aright, Anselm needs both the theo- 
logical and the metaphysical arguments. The reason why he needs the theolog- 
ical argument is that he needs to demonstrate his orthodoxy. The intellectual 
trajectory he began when he wrote the Monologion, and which he continued 
further when he wrote the Proslogion was unprecedented: he was developing a 
very radical way of showing the rationality of Christian beliefs. Augustine had 
shown the way, but his arguments are at best persuasive, rather than probative. 
And the trajectory Anselm was following in moving on from the Monologion 
to write the Proslogion was to carry him even further in his later works, such as 
the De Veritate, and then the Cur Deus Homo, where he was so bold as to argue 
for the necessity of the Incarnation, Christo remoto [Christ being set aside], 
just as in the Proslogion he is arguing that God exists maximally, Deo remoto 
[God being set aside]. 

In conceiving of this theological methodology Anselm was probably in- 
spired by the example of Augustine, who undertook in his De Libero Arbitrio 
to persuade his interlocutor, Evodius, that there exists something superior to 
our human minds, namely truth, and then uses that as a premise to conclude 
that God exists.3° But even the kind of dialectical ascent Augustine undertook 
was not as daring as what Anselm was engaged in. Augustine’s argument is not 
a logically valid deduction. I suspect that Anselm was fully aware that he was 
going out on a limb, as it were, in producing such an argument. Consequently, 
it was important to him that he show that he was nevertheless theologically 
‘sound’. For that reason, he invokes the doctrine of creation to show that his 
Argument has led to a conclusion which is theologically orthodox. 

On the other hand, the reason why he needs the metaphysical argument 
is that he is seeking to do more than to display the coherence of his Christian 
beliefs. From the earnest character of the extended prayer in P1, and comments 
throughout the Proslogion, including his outbursts of anguish at his finding 
that he is still struggling, there can be no gainsaying that he desperately wants 


38 Augustine: De Libero Arbitrio. Book 11, chs. lii-xv. For a discussion of this, see my Truth 
and Historicity, pp. 85-91. 
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to understand what he believes, and to come to know God directly. That is his 
quest. He wants his faith to grow into a rational faith, one which he believes 
not only because he was brought up in, and is now living in, a Christian cul- 
ture, not only because he is a monk, not only because his beliefs are genuinely 
and sincerely held, but also because they make sense, because there are non- 
tendentious reasons for holding those beliefs. There is no suggestion in this 
that he wants to replace his beliefs with rationally defended theses. His beliefs 
remain beliefs, integral to his religious life and devotion. But as beliefs they 
will be all the stronger if he can find good reasons which explain why they are 
true. Hence here, he invokes the metaphysical argument to demonstrate that 
what, at first, he simply believed, and has just now reaffirmed on the basis of 
Christian doctrine, is grounded in the very order of existence itself. 

I see Anselm’s wrestling with the concepts involved in his Argument as 
engaging in, and contributing to, the formidable intellectual task of thinking 
through the metaphysical consequences of the doctrine of creation. Philosophy 
was invented by the ancient Greeks, but its fusion with Christianity requires a 
massive rethinking of its fundamental metaphysics. That fusion was exempli- 
fied in Augustine’s Christianised Neoplatonism; Anselm is working out how 
such a conception fits with a metaphysics for which the fundamental ontologi- 
cal fact is that the world has been created. As we began exploring in §4.4, the 
conception of ‘being’ as admitting of degrees, inherited from Plato, is some- 
what at odds with the Judaeo-Christian conception that the most fundamental 
distinction is not between the realms of Being and Becoming, as Plato main- 
tained, but between the Creator and His creation. If God freely created the 
heavens and the earth, from nothing, everything other than God exists at the 
behest of the Creator. That applies not only to contingent beings which come 
into existence at some place at some time, and cease to exist sometime later, 
but, since God created the heavens as well as the earth, it also would also apply 
to any other beings the behaviour of which might be thought to be necessary. 3° 

So, when Anselm dismisses, as absurd, the idea that some human mind 
could sit in judgement of the Creator, he is not just falling back on a conven- 
tional Christian dogma. One of his basic principles, manifest in his De Veritate 


39 Desmond Henry (1972:109) maintains that in the Boethian cosmology the stars were un- 
derstood to be necessary beings. But David Smith (2014:66) challenges that on the grounds 
that “neither Boethius not Anselm, being Christians, believed that anything other than 
God was either eternal nor sempiternal”. However, it is possible in modern symbolic sys- 
tems of modal logic to express the idea that something can be contingently necessary. 
Anselm certainly acknowledged that there is a sense in which the heavens revolve be- 
cause it is necessary for them to revolve. I will discuss how he explains that in §10.2. 
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as well as the Proslogion, is that what it is possible to think is determined by 
the natures of what is thought about. Far from the arrogant pretension that we 
can think whatever we like, for him, the realm of the thinkable is constrained 
by how things are. So, trying to think about God has to respect that most funda- 
mental distinction in a metaphysics which takes creation seriously. 

That principle is evident in the formula “something than which a greater 
cannot be thought”. Anselm has discovered just how powerful it has proved to 
be. This verbal formula both prescribes a limit to what is thinkable and enables 
the deduction of some extraordinarily strong theses. It is so powerful that it 
guarantees its own reference*? and generates a proof that not only does God 
exist, but He so truly exists that He could not be thought not to exist. This lat- 
ter conclusion articulates a limit to what can be thought. But by doing so, it 
describes that distinctive characteristic which distinguishes between the two 
most fundamental modes of being. That metaphysical distinction coincides 
with the distinction between the Creator and creatures. 


8.10 Existing Most Truly and Maximally 


Having announced the premise upon which we have been able to reconstruct 
the metaphysical argument, and its corollaries, Anselm does not set about 
demonstrating its implications, as this chapter has done. Rather, his very next 
sentence announces yet another highly significant consequence, developed 
from his metaphysical argument. 


Therefore, You alone most truly of all, and thus maximally of all, have 
being, because whatever is other [than You] is not so truly, and for this 
reason has less being. 


This is where his Argument achieves its fulfilment. We are now, at last, in a po- 
sition to lay out how he arrives at the conclusion that God alone most truly of 
all, and thus maximally of all, has being. The arguments are quite simple, but 
in order for our exposition to be thorough, I'll set them out. 

One conclusion of the metaphysical argument is: 


(65) God so truly exists that He could not be thought not to exist. [= (20) | 


For Anselm to assert that God exists most truly, not only must (65) be true, 
but it must also be true that everything else exists less truly. That, however, is 


40 Sweeney (2012), p. 8. 


THE THIRD STAGE: THE EXISTENCE OF GOD 277 


immediately ensured by the premise of his metaphysical argument, (10) which 
says: 


(66) Whatever is other than God can be thought not to exist. 


The reason why (20) is true is that God could not be thought not to exist, and 
(10) says whatever is other than God can be thought not to exist. So, from (66) 
and (66) it follows that: 


(67) Whatever is other than God does not exist as truly as God. 
Therefore, 
(68) God exists most truly 


His second conclusion, that God exists maximally of all, follows similarly, and 
for the same reason, but in order for the deduction to be ‘fitting’ it needs to 
be set out in more detail. In §7.6, at line (46), I proposed that Anselm has a 
general principle which informs much of his reasoning in the Proslogion, 
that: 


(69) If, and only if, anything which has some property cannot be thought 
not to have that property, it has that property intensely. 


The key word in this definition is “intensely”. It was necessary to use that word 
in articulating Stage Two of the Argument, rather than “maximally”, because to 
use the latter at that stage would have been both premature and unjustified. 
Instantiating (69), it follows that: 


(70) If, and only if, anything exists, and cannot be thought not to exist, 
then it exists intensely. 


Now, at line (56) in §7.6, it was established that: 


(71) It is necessarily true that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought exists intensely. 


That proposition was deduced at line (56) in Chapter 7 from a set of six prop- 
ositions, one of which was an assumption with “that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought” as its subject. That assumption was introduced to mir- 
ror the first premise of Stage Two. Before we are finished, it will have to be 
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discharged. However, there is nothing in the Stage Two argument which could 
justify a claim that only one thing exists so intensely that it could not be thought 
not to exist. Yet that must be established if Anselm’s conclusion that God exists 
maximally is to follow validly. That additional requirement has already been 
satisfied by (43) above. 

On the other hand, since (69) is a mutual entailment, it also follows from 
(69) that: 


(72) If anything can be thought not to exist, it does not exist intensely. 
Since the premise of the metaphysical argument, repeated at (66) above, says 
that whatever is other than God can be thought not to exist, it follows from 
(66) and (72) that: 

(73) Whatever is other than God does not exist intensely. 


Now, Anselm has also proved at line (42) above, that: 


(74) God, and God alone, is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought. 


Substituting “that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought” for “God” in (73), 
as (74) permits, yields: 


(75) Whatever is other than that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought does not exist intensely. 


Conjoining and (73) and (75) yields: 


(76) That that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists intensely, 
and nothing else exists intensely. 


Now, to claim that something has some property maximally, one must show 
not only that it has that property to a high degree, but one must also show that 
everything else has that same property to a lesser degree. So, the following is a 
logical truth: 


(77) For any x, has a property maximally if, and only if, it is necessarily 
true that x has that property intensely, and nothing else has that 
property so intensely. 
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(78) For any x, exists maximally if, and only if, it is necessarily true that x 
exists intensely, and nothing else exists so intensely. 


Instantiating once more, it follows from (75) that: 


(79) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists maximally if, 
and only if, it is necessarily true that it exists intensely, and nothing 
else exists so intensely. 


With (76) it has been established that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought satisfies the criterion for existing maximally, as stated in (79). So, from 
(76) and (79) it follows that: 


(80) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists maximally. 


Given the identity in (74), that God and God alone is that-than-which-a-great- 
er-cannot-be-thought, “God” may be substituted for “that-than-which-a-great- 
er-cannot-be-thought” in (80). That is: 


(81) God exists maximally. 


One more step is required, because line (73) mentions “that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought’, it depends on an assumption, and consequently 
the conclusion (81) does too. That assumption needs to be discharged. It is 
valid to do so, because neither the conclusion (81), nor the other propositions 
upon which the deduction of (81) depends, mention “that-than-which-a-great- 
er-cannot-be-thought”. We are therefore entitled to reassert (81) as derived 
from the premises of Stage One and Stage Two, the premise of the metaphysi- 
cal argument in Stage Three, the two definitions, and the background assump- 
tions we have accepted. Accordingly: 


(82) God exists maximally. 


So, we have deduced the two final conclusions of Anselm's three-stage 
Argument. 

A perceptive reader might wonder why I presented the argument for 
this second conclusion in a longer and more roundabout way than the first. 
The reason is, that while Anselm himself provided the needed premises to 
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conclude that God exists most truly, no previous premise had introduced the 
term “maximally”. So, that term had to be introduced in the definition (76), 
which is an unrestricted universal proposition. Having earlier expressed sig- 
nificant reservations about an inference which treated the word “God” as a 
potential value of such an unrestricted variable, it was necessary to prove (82) 
prior to substituting “God” for “that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought’. 

In §7.5, I argued that the two conceptions of existence — the binary, and 
the Augustinian conception of existence as having lower and higher degrees 
of intensity — are compatible by drawing an analogy with colours. Being blue 
excludes being yellow, but different things can have different degrees of satura- 
tion of the same hue, in this case: blue. It is relevant to note now another fact 
about colours. As skilled photographers and art printers know only too well, 
any hue has a maximum degree of possible saturation. So, applying the anal- 
ogy, not only is it proper for Anselm to conduct an argument to settle whether 
things exist or not, but it is also proper for him to say that those which do exist 
can exist more or less, up to a maximum. Those considerations legitimate his 
way of speaking in the passage quoted above. 

As Anselm understands the nature of language, what can be thought is 
constrained by the nature of what is being thought about. So, God’s maximal 
being — His having His intrinsic attributes to the highest degree — is what 
makes these ‘thought-potentials’ true of God. It is not because humans are lim- 
ited creatures (as Anselm emphasizes many times) that humans have these 
limitations on what they can think; those limitations are consequences of the 
very nature of God. Anselm has produced an extended Argument which began 
with what can be thought of and has arrived, by each careful and valid step 
after another, at an understanding which is obvious to any rational mind, that 
God exists maximally of all. And that is not just a conclusion about thinking; 
rather, thinking seriously and thoroughly about what can be thought reveals 
this profound truth about existence itself. 


CHAPTER 9 


The Fool and His Defenders 


We have reconstructed the three-stage Argument by which Anselm estab- 
lishes that God is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and that 
God so truly exists that He cannot be thought not to exist. Those conclusions 
are validly deduced; invoking the three definitions — of ‘Greater Than’, of 
Essential Identity, and of Being Intensely — has not only demonstrated that the 
Argument is valid, but it has been rendered more transparent and more plau- 
sible than has been generally thought. In particular, once Anselm's reasoning 
is reconstructed in this way, many of the standard objections are no longer rel- 
evant. When assessed in the light of the recent secondary literature, Anselm’s 
Argument emerges from our re-examination with his threefold Argument 
clarified and vindicated. 

It is appropriate now to step back, to reflect on features of the Argument we 
have so far touched on only in passing. In this chapter, we will consider the role 
Anselm assigns to the Fool, and the counter-example, standardly attributed 
to Gaunilo, mounted in defence of the Fool. Then, in the next chapter we will 
examine the various restatements of Anselm’s Argument which he develops in 
his Reply to Gaunilo, including David Smith’s discovery there of another argu- 
ment, independent of P2. Then, in Chapter 11 we will consider more systemati- 
cally the plausibility of the premises deployed in each of Anselm’s arguments, 
and in Chapter 12, the kind of proof he is proposing. And finally, in Chapter 13 
we will examine how Anselm uses what he has established thus far to prove 
the remaining objectives he claimed for his unum argumentum. 


9.1 The Two Fools 


Anselm presents his Argument as a response to the verse in the Psalms re- 
porting that the Fool has said in his heart, “There is no God”. Since it is this 
denial which provokes his Argument, it is appropriate to ask, just who is this 
Fool? Many commentators assume that he is simply a paradigm of atheism, 
someone whose position on a range of theoretical issues leads him to assert 
that “There is no God”. Indeed, Anselm has been criticized for taking over this 
sentence from the Psalms because he has thereby turned the Psalmist’s Fool 
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into a theoretical atheist.! So, let us begin by looking at the Psalm in question. 
(Actually, the text occurs twice, since Psalm 14 and Psalm 53 are doublets.) 

The sentence occurs in the first line of those Psalms. The text of Ps. 53: 1-4 
goes: 


The Fool says in his heart “There is no God”. 
They are corrupt, they commit abominable acts; 
there is none who does good. 

God looks down from heaven upon the sons of men 
to see if there are any who are wise, 

who seek after God. 

They have all fallen away; 

they are all alike perverse; 

there is no one who does good, 

no, not one. 

Have those evildoers no understanding, 

who eat up my people as they eat bread, 

and do not call upon God? 


These Fools are clearly evil-doers whom the Psalmist describes as denying God 
because of their corrupt behaviour. They show no regard or care either for God 
or for their fellow human beings; their whole way of life bespeaks a rejection 
of divine government. Their denial of God is a practical matter, manifest in 
their evil-doings and their exploitation of others. In R8, Anselm insightfully 
describes the Fool as someone who does not accept sacred authority. It seems 
that these Fools are very different from those philosophers and other reflective 
people, who engage in theoretical debates about the existence of God. 

The Psalmist contrasts such fools with those sons of men, if there are any, 
who are wise and seek after God. In many places in the Proslogion, Anselm 
makes it plain that he is such a seeker. His own enterprise is to seek an under- 
standing of God. Early in P1, he had quoted Ps. 27:8 — “I seek your face, O Lord; 
your face do I seek” — and the verb “seek” recurs at nodal points throughout the 
work. So, the Psalmist’s Fool is a person whose life-orientation is diametrically 
opposed to that of Anselm's quest. No-one who reads the Proslogion sympa- 
thetically can doubt that, for Anselm, his quest is deep-seated and existential; 
it oscillates between anguish and exhilaration. He is not engaged in a cool, 
theoretical exercise. The behaviour of the Biblical fools is a challenge to his 
whole way of life. Lives like theirs mock the kind of life he has chosen — against 
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the wishes of his aristocratic parents — to become a scholarly monk, devoting 
all his physical and intellectual energy to his God. 

So, for Anselm, the issue raised by the Fool’s denial is no mere theoreti- 
cal puzzle; it bespeaks a fundamental clash between two ways of living a life. 
When Anselm recalls the first line from this Psalm, he is not turning his atten- 
tion to an interesting topic for debate. He is responding to a challenge to his 
very being, as a monk, and as a person who has devoted his life to the quest for 
enlightenment and redemption. 


9.2 The Dialectical Setting 


Since Anselm takes the Fool’s denial seriously, he cannot continue his prayer. 
He has to cease praying while he develops a response to this challenge. The 
first point to make about how he proceeds is obvious: he sees himself as con- 
fronted by a contradiction between his own belief and the Fool’s denial. The 
believer affirms the very same proposition which the disbeliever denies, al- 
though it turns out in the end that they do not understand it the same way. 
They use a common language, and Stages One and Two are conducted in the 
domain of public discourse. 

But precisely because they end up with different understandings, it is 
crucial that Anselm begins with something the Fool would find acceptable. 
Anselm does not present himself as engaging in some arcane discourse which 
only the initiated could find intelligible. The one exception is the brief theo- 
logical argument in P3. And even when he comes, in his Reply, to justify his 
claim that anything other than God can be thought not to exist, he does not 
resort to theological statements acceptable only to believers. He instead seeks 
to explain and defend a proposition which is certainly intelligible to unbeliev- 
ers, and might even be acceptable, namely, leaving the issue of God and the 
controversy over His existence aside, everything can be thought not to exist. 

Especially relevant to how Anselm proceeds is Ian Logan’s placing Anselm's 
Argument squarely in the intellectual tradition stemming from Boethius. 
Logan discusses at some length Boethius’ edition of Cicero’s preface to his 
Topica, in which he refers to the topics as the ‘discipline of finding arguments’. 

This discipline requires that any argument on a controversial issue must 
start from a premise or premises which do not beg the question against one’s 
opponent. An argument on a controversial issue, to be effective, must therefore 
at least start out from common ground. Accordingly, that dialectical setting 
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must be taken seriously. Of course, once that common starting point has been 
determined, the argument may take off in a different direction; it is not neces- 
sary to remain engaged throughout with one’s opponent. But the argument 
will not be effective unless it begins by engaging directly with the statements 
of that opponent. 

For this intellectual tradition, Logic was the system of syllogisms first enunci- 
ated by Aristotle. So what Anselm had to find is a syllogism with a ‘middle term’ 
which would be acceptable to his opponent, the Fool. In general, this ‘middle 
term’ then serves both as the predicate of the argument’s minor premise and as 
the subject of its major premise. Locating Anselm in this intellectual tradition 
clarifies the role assigned to the Fool in the Proslogion. Anselm has hit upon 
the idea of using “something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought” as his 
middle term, and his initial aim is to establish that something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought is both in his understanding and in reality. But that 
is not where his Argument ends. It continues beyond P2, and as we have seen, 
it is in the second half of P3 that he brings it to its proper conclusions. 

In order to accord with Boethius’ discipline for finding arguments, Anselm 
needs to establish that not only is he thinking of something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought — i.e., it is in his own understanding — but he needs 
to show that his opponent could be thinking of it too. That is, if he is to have 
an argument which effectively responds to the challenge posed by the Fool’s 
disbelief, he needs first to establish that his starting point is the right one, that 
is, one the Fool could also endorse. The Fool had to feature in the first phase 
because the dialectical setting required Anselm to show (and not just assert) 
that he and the Fool are thinking about the same thing. Neither can refute the 
other if they are talking past each other. 

That was one of the reasons I set out in Chapter 4 the first phase of the Stage 
One argument twice: once with the Fool as its subject; and then with Anselm 
himself as its subject. It is intriguing that, having argued that what the Fool 
understands is in his understanding, Anselm repeats that inference, deleting 
the references to the Fool, and saying: 


Thus, even the Fool is committed to accepting that something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the understanding. 


The point of Anselm’s writing that even the Fool is committed to accepting 
this proposition is to emphasize that he himself, and indeed anyone, could 
not plausibly deny that such a thing is in the understanding, even someone 
who denies that God exists. What is crucial to him is that it can be thought 
of — and it can be thought about. The point Anselm is stressing is that this 
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understanding is duplicated in the understanding of anyone who turns their 
mind to the question. It was appropriate, therefore, that I duplicated this argu- 
ment in Chapter 4. 

As we have seen, his argument in P2 consists of two distinct phases. Most of 
the commentary, however, runs those two phases together, attributing to him 
an argument with the following overall structure: 


X is something F; 
Something F exists; 
Therefore, X exists. 


As we saw in §4.3, that form of argument is invalid. Anselm could never have 
proposed such a fallacious argument. 

Many commentators assume that Anselm is intent on getting the Fool to 
agree with the second premise of that argumentative schema. Ian Logan, for 
example, describes Anselm's strategy this way:3 


He ... begins by identifying to his wider audience (the observers of the 
disputation) that his middle term will be ‘that-than-which-a-greater-can- 
not-be-thought’ (= X). He then begins the argument by identifying that 
God’s existence is being called into question, and sets out to get his op- 
ponent, the ‘Fool’, to accept the middle term (X), and the major premise: 
X exists in the understanding (in intellectu) and in reality (in re). Once 
he has established the major premise, he argues for the minor premise: 
God is X. 


While Logan has rightly discerned that Anselm’s overall strategy involves using 
his formula as a middle term, this account misconstrues that Argument, in 
four respects. 

Firstly, the middle term is not “that than which ...”; it is “something than 
which ...”. To be fair, Logan says that he uses the abbreviation X for both “some- 
thing than which ...” and for “that than which ...”, acknowledging that there is 
a clear distinction between the two, and saying that he simply uses X where 
the distinction is not of significance (2009:6). But the distinction is very signifi- 
cant here, for the argument form above, inferring that X exists, is invalid if “X” 
means “something than which ...”, and would be valid, although unjustified, if 
it means “that than which ...”. In the overall structure of Anselm’s Argument, it 
is the indefinite description which serves as his middle term. As we have seen, 
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in P2 and P3, any assumption or supposition with “that-than-which-...” as its 
subject is discharged. 

Secondly, Logan's analysis is only half right; what Anselm sets out to do 
with the Fool is only to show that he cannot reasonably refuse to accept that 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the understanding. 
Anselm does not set out to get the Fool to accept that that-than-which-a-great- 
er-cannot-be-thought is also in reality. As we saw in §3.3, there is nothing in the 
text to support the view that he has set out to get the Fool to accept the second 
conjunct in that ‘major premise’, that this same thing is also in reality. We saw 
in §4.5 that the Fool can follow Anselm's argument for the proposition Logan 
calls the ‘major premise’ only part of the way. 

Thirdly, there is no good reason why the Fool should accept the major prem- 
ise in Logan’s account of the argument schema: that X exists in the understand- 
ing and in reality. Anselm says nothing to suggest that the Fool has joined with 
him in thinking that anything exists. 

Fourthly, as we will see in §11.1.2, Anselm is not aiming to prove that God 
exists in reality; I will argue that, for him, that would be quite improper. His 
aim, rather, is to prove that God so truly exists that He cannot be thought not 
to exist, and therefore, that He exists most truly and maximally. 

However, there is in the text a kind of syllogism, with Anselm’s formula as its 
middle term, but it is not the one Logan has described above. Rather, Anselm 
uses the Fool to exhibit the plausibility of asserting that the referent of his 
middle term, “something-than-which-a greater-cannot-be-thought’, is in the 
understanding. He then puts together a complex argument to show that this 
something is also in reality, and therefore it exists simpliciter, and indeed so 
truly exists that it could not be thought not to exist. That is his ‘major premise’. 
He then argues that his God and his God alone can be so described — that is 
his minor premise — and for it he needs an additional premise, that whatever is 
other than God can be thought not to exist. It is for these reasons that Anselm 
continues arguing with his ‘middle term’ well into P3, and then, only then is he 
in a position to present a valid syllogism. Anselm’s text shows that he was fully 
alive to the fact that the form of argument Logan attributes to him had to be 
modified to render it valid. Anselm's reasoning has the following form: 


Something F'so truly exists that it could not be thought not to exist; 

Everything other than God can be thought not to exist; 

Therefore, God is something F, and God alone so truly exists that He 
cannot be thought not to exist. 


With that syllogism, he deduces the two conclusions we discussed in the pre- 
vious chapter. Unlike the invalid form of argument which Logan attributes to 
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Anselm, this argument form is valid. But there is no evidence that Anselm sets 
out ‘to get his opponent to accept’ it. He is content to infer, in P4, that God ex- 
ists, and consequently that the Fool’s denial is false. 


9.3 The Disappearance of the Fool 


So, Anselm has a good dialectical reason to design the first phase of Stage One 
around the Fool’s understanding. Doing so ensures that Anselm is beginning 
with a proposition shared with the Fool. But establishing that common ground 
is not the only reason why Anselm invokes what the Fool hears and under- 
stands. Anselm has, in addition, three other reasons for doing that. I suggested 
in §4.6 that Anselm argues that even the Fool is committed to accepting that 
something than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the understanding 
because he needs to secure three implications. Anselm needs these implica- 
tions if he is to launch his substantial argument. That is: 


— Firstly, Anselm needs to establish that something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought can be thought. It is not enough that it be a ‘possible 
being’, or even an ‘understandable being’, as a number of commentators 
have proposed. The phrase “can be thought” is essential to his formula, and 
that phrase occurs in a crucial premise in each of the three stages of his 
Argument. The whole Argument is concerned with what ‘can be thought’. If 
even the Fool cannot coherently deny that this something is in the under- 
standing, it manifestly can be thought, since it is actually being thought of. 

— Secondly, Anselm needs to establish that something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought can be thought of, and thought about, independently of 
whether it exists or not. For him to launch an argument designed to prove 
that something exists he needs to ensure that he is on ontologically neutral 
ground. Unless he can mount an argument with something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought as its subject, without that very fact implying 
that it exists, he cannot even begin. For if the very fact that he is referring 
to this thing were to imply that it exists, he could not validly deduce an 
existential conclusion. That would be begging the question. Therefore, for 
Anselm, the rules of logical inference carry no implications concerning ex- 
istence, not even what today are called the ‘quantifiers’: “every” and “some”. 

— Thirdly, Anselm needs to establish that it is legitimate to infer that this object 
of thought is a proper subject of description and reasoning. It is the propri- 
ety of that inference which, he claims, even the Fool is committed to accept- 
ing since he understands what he has heard, and what he understands is 
‘in the understanding’. That is, not only can this thing be thought, but also 
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it can be thought about. With that established, he can begin his Argument 
in earnest. 


If, and only if, ‘being in the understanding’ ensures these three implications, 
he can begin an argument aimed at proving an existential conclusion. Those 
implications entitle him to assume that an instance of something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought — namely, that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought — is in the understanding, in order to prove that it is in reality. They 
also ensure that it is initially an open question whether that thing is also in 
reality. For provided that is an open question, he can legitimately assert that 
even if it is not in reality, it nevertheless can be thought to be in reality, and 
that is enough for him to prove that it does exist in reality. I have argued that 
his argument about the Fool is designed to establish those three implications, 
so vital to his Argument. 

Given that the Fool serves the important roles of demonstrating that Anselm 
has confirmed that he has begun his Argument on common ground, and of 
establishing that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be 
thought, we might well wonder why the Fool should so suddenly disappear. It 
is certainly remarkable that the Fool should figure so prominently in the first 
phase of Stage One, but be entirely absent from its second phase, and from 
Stages Two and Three. 

In fact, Anselm begins to eliminate the Fool even before he turns to arguing 
that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in reality. In §4.6 I devot- 
ed a great deal of attention to the fact that Anselm first of all infers that some- 
thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the Fool's understanding, 
and then repeats that inference but without locating it in the Fool’s under- 
standing. All he requires of the Fool, in this final step of the argumentation, is 
that he too be committed to accepting that something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought is in the understanding. If even the Fool, who denies that 
God exists, has no logical ground for denying that this something is in the un- 
derstanding, then Anselm has all he needs to ensure those three implications 
mentioned above. 

I submit that that is the main reason why the Fool disappears. The pres- 
ence of the Fool is necessary only to establish (a) that Anselm is starting out 
from common ground; and (b) that even an opponent has no logical basis 
for objecting to Anselm’s proceeding to argue that even if that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought is only ‘in the understanding’, it can nevertheless 
be thought to be in reality. Thereafter, the Fool is irrelevant to the Argument. 

But there is another reason why it is just as well that the Fool disappears. 
Provided that objects of thought can be argued about, Anselm has reasonable 
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grounds for concluding that the Fool is committed to accepting that some- 
thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought could be in the understanding 
at least in a generic way. But we saw in §4.7 that there is an ambiguity in saying 
that something is being thought of and is therefore ‘in the understanding’. The 
Fool does not need to be thinking of this something in any other way than ge- 
nerically. Anselm’s argument in the Proslogion is not enough to show that the 
Fool must agree that this thing itselfis in his understanding. 

I have contended, however, that that flaw in Anselm’s reasoning is not fatal, 
since clearly Anselm does have a specific thing than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought in his own understanding, and that suffices for him to adopt what 
he has established about the Fool’s understanding and render it more spe- 
cific. Given that Anselm appropriates to himself the sub-conclusion that this 
something exists in the Fool’s understanding, it does not much matter much 
whether the Fool actually accepts that something-than-which-a-greater-can- 
not-be-thought is in the understanding. Although the Fool denies that God 
exists, all Anselm requires is of him is that even he cannot deny that some- 
thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the understanding. But 
Anselm cannot extract any more than that from the Fool. 

Anselm needs to have established the proposition which I introduced 
in §4.7: 


(P) Some specific thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists 
in the understanding. 


It is a fact that (P) is not entailed by Anselm’s reasoning about what the Fool 
is thinking. Even if Anselm could plausibly claim that something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists in the Fool’s understanding, it would not 
necessarily follow that the Fool has the thing itself before his mind. That is 
why it is necessary that the Fool disappear if the second phase of the P2 ar- 
gument to proceed validly. That fact is also why I had to recapitulate the first 
phase argument with Anselm himself as its subject. So, while, in the text, this 
first phase is ostensibly about the Fool, its deeper purpose relates to Anselm 
himself. He needs to establish that some specific thing than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought is in the understanding, so that he can go on to argue that 
it cannot exist in the understanding alone. Only because the text itself displays 
that Anselm himself has in mind a specific thing which is something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, namely God, is he entitled to infer that 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists in the understanding. 
Anselm can be accused of fallacious reasoning, as Peter Geach has, if, and 
only if he is relying on what the Fool is thinking in order to establish the 
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proposition (P). But Anselm does not have to be doing that. It is legitimate 
for Anselm to take over, and adopt into his own reasoning, the unspecific way 
the Fool could be thinking of something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be- 
thought, and then render it specific himself, just as in §4.7 we saw Jill render 
specific Jack’s thought about some plumber. While reasoning in that way lies 
outside the strict rules of logical deduction, it is neither unreasonable nor 
unjustifiable. Indeed, as I suggested in §4.7, it seems analogous to one of the 
sound rules of Natural Deduction. 

If I am right, that explains why Anselm begins a fresh argument with a 
supposition about something described slightly differently from what he had 
previously argued was in the Fool’s understanding. I suggest that he changes 
his formula from “something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought” 
to “that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought” because he is aware that it 
would be fallacious to rely on what the Fool is thinking in order to establish the 
proposition (P). Although these two phrases are logically equivalent, I am sug- 
gesting that Anselm deliberately altered his formula in order to signal that he 
what is in his own understanding is somewhat different from, although closely 
related to, what is in the Fool’s understanding. 

Since it is evident that Anselm is acutely aware of the logical subtleties re- 
quired for arguing from a premise whose subject is an indefinite description, I 
cannot believe that the change in his formula occurred simply because he was 
careless. It is much more likely that he knew it would be invalid to infer directly 
from what could be in the Fool’s understanding that that-than-which-a-great- 
er-cannot-be-thought is in the understanding. That is, I am suggesting that he 
deliberately changes his formula as a way of expressing his awareness that the 
second phase does not logically depend upon his sub-conclusion about the 
Fool, in the strict sense logicians today talk of dependence when assessing the 
validity of deductions. 

Rather, he is about to proceed in a way which takes reasonable and justifi- 
able note of that sub-conclusion. For he needs it to have been established that 
he can legitimately proceeds to develop an argument with that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought as its subject. That is why he so emphatically asserts 
that even the Fool is committed to accepting that something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought is in the understanding. 

We found in §4.9 that Anselm is able to proceed with his argument because 
he himself is actually thinking of some specific thing, It is therefore irrelevant 
for the argument he is about to propound whether the Fool is actually think- 
ing of the same thing itself, or just that it is possible that he can think of such 
a thing. And we will see in §9.8 below that it is essential to the validity of the 
argument that here in P2 it be indeterminate which thing that is; at this stage, 


THE FOOL AND HIS DEFENDERS 291 


it could be anything, so long as its description be no more determinate than 
“something than which a greater cannot be thought”. 

As required dialectically, he has established some common ground with 
the Fool, but he now eliminates him because he is setting forth on the next 
phase of his quest with some specific thing which is in his own understanding, 
a quest on which the Fool will not be accompanying him. Therefore, he can 
proceed by introducing a new assumption: that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought is in the understanding. 


The Fool is next mentioned, very briefly, at the end of P3, when Anselm asks 
God, “Why then has the Fool said in his heart, ‘There is no God’, when it is so 
obvious to a rational mind that You exist most greatly of all?” That question 
does not trouble him for long; he swiftly answers his own question, “Because 
he is stupid and foolish”. 

There is one significant point in that: Anselm believes that the conclusion 
of his threefold Argument is so obvious that any rational mind could follow it 
to the conclusion he has deduced. As we noted in §8.9, his easy dismissal of 
the Fool as stupid strongly suggests that Anselm does not have the Fool par- 
ticularly in his sights, just any rational mind. The reason why the Fool is stupid 
is because he says that God does not exist without seriously thinking through 
what it would mean to say that. For if he had done so, he would not have de- 
nied God’s existence. And the reason why he is foolish is because he has al- 
lowed his disbelief to become public knowledge when he does not know what 
he is talking about. 

Anselm clearly regarded the Fool at the outset as an opponent who lives 
a life which is a standing challenge to his own, because of its disdain of God. 
That is why he needs to refute the Fool’s opinion. He gives no indication, how- 
ever, that he expects his arguments will lead that Fool to concede that God 
does exist. As David Smith has rightly emphasized,* 


What Anselm writes is that he was concerned to prove God’s existence 
against (contra) the Fool. He does not claim to have tried to prove God’s 
existence to the Fool. 


Gregory Schufreider makes the same point:5 


4 Smith (2014), p. 1. 
5 Schufreider (1978), pp. 84-85. 
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In effect, then, Anselm’s argument does not really concern the Fool, least 
of all does it aim to convince him of anything. To think this would be to 
confuse the one the argument is directed against with the one the argu- 
ment is designed for. There can be no doubt that Anselm's concern lies 
with those who are “striving to elevate their (own) mind to contemplate 
God,’ and the strategy of his argument, as I have interpreted it, involves 
the development of the sort of understanding which is properly char- 
acterized as an elevation of the mind toward God. It is this movement 
which rests at the heart of Anselm’s argument, and to which the Fool has 
no access. 


We will return to this issue in chapter 12. 

Having refused to address his Reply to the Fool, Anselm does refer to him 
twice more, in R2 and R8. These two passages are simply reinforcing points he 
had made earlier. The first recalls the first phase of the P2 argument and reiter- 
ates his conclusion that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
is in the understanding. And in R8, having described how any rational mind 
can ascend from lesser goods to greater goods, and thus eventually to that 
which is so good that nothing greater can be thought, he says, 


Thus, the Fool, who does not accept sacred authority, can easily be refut- 
ed, if he denies that [something] than which a greater cannot be thought 
can be conceived from other things. 


Of course, refuting someone who denies some proposition does not entail that 
the opponent will necessary affirm that proposition. There is always a third 
option: to withdraw from the debate altogether. 


9-4 How it is Possible to Think the Unthinkable 


Although he dismisses the Fool rather contemptuously at the end of P3, 
Anselm does, however, take his denial more seriously in P4. He realizes that the 
Fool’s declaration of disbelief raises a more serious question, which he must 
address, and not just ignore. Having brought him back to mind, Anselm quick- 
ly realized that the Fool now poses a problem for the cogency of his Argument. 
Since thinking and saying in one’s heart are the same, it seems that the Fool 
has performed the mighty feat of thinking what is not thinkable! There must 
be something wrong with his Argument if his attempt to refute the Fool’s de- 
nial ends by denying that the Fool could have thought what he manifestly did! 
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Anselm therefore needs some way of ensuring that he has not undermined his 
own Argument. 

That is the issue he addresses in P4. Its ‘title’ is: “How the Fool said in his 
heart what cannot be thought”. Schufreider points out that the word “How 
[quomodo]” in this ‘title’ is not to be understood in the same sense as the 
“quomodo” of the first line.® The latter is clearly the interrogative “how?” In 
the ‘title’ it means “In what way” or “In which sense”. That is made clear in R4, 
which finishes with: 


In what sense, however, it is said that God could not be thought not to 
exist has, I consider, been sufficiently expressed in that little book itself. 


P4 begins with a question: 


But how has he said in his heart what he could not think, or how could 
he not think what he has said in his heart, when to say in one’s heart and 
to think are the same? 


He then uses that paradox to foreshadow a distinction: 


If he has truly — or rather, since he has truly — both thought it, since he has 
said it in his heart, and not said it in his heart, since he could not think it, 
something is not said in the heart or thought in only one way. 


Thereafter, we hear no more in the Proslogion about the Fool, and as we saw, 
there are only two cursory references in the Reply. 

Nevertheless, Anselm uses the phenomenon that the Fool apparently has 
managed to think the unthinkable to clarify what is involved in the derivation 
of his conclusions. He distinguishes between two ways in which something 
can be thought: 


For a thing is thought of in one way when the word signifying it is thought, 
and in another way when that itself which the thing is [id ipsum quod 
res est| is understood. 


There are two contrasts in this explanation: a ‘word signifying a thing’ is con- 
trasted with ‘that itself which the thing is’; and ‘thinking’ is contrasted with 


‘understanding’. We will consider those two contrasts in turn. 


6 Schufreider (1978), p. 70. 
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Firstly, as Schufreider comments,’ the distinction between the two ways in 
which a thing can be thought is not peculiar to Anselm; it had been made be- 
fore him by Augustine and would be made after him by Thomas Aquinas. It 
is reminiscent of the passage in Monologion 10, which we briefly considered 
in §4.5. In that passage Anselm had discussed the different senses in which 
something can be thought. In Mg, he had carefully teased out the sense in 
which, before their creation, things which had been made from nothing were 
nevertheless not nothing with respect to the mind of their Maker. That leads 
him, in Mio, to say that before their creation, things were some kind of ‘expres- 
sion [locution]’ within the Maker’s reason [in eius ratione], just like a crafts- 
man who is about to make a work first ‘speaks’ it within himself by a mental 
conception [mentis conceptione|. He then says that by a ‘mental’ or ‘rational 
expression’ he does not mean thinking the words which are significative of 
things: 


I mean, rather, mentally looking attentively, with the acute gaze of 
thought, at the things themselves which are about to exist or already 
exist. 


This likening of ‘mentally expressing’ to ‘seeing’ is quite ancient. Plato talks 
about ‘the eye of the soul’ which beholds the eternal Forms, and Augustine 
uses the same visual analogy. Yet it is also very modern. In everyday talk we say, 
“Yes, I see” when we have understood something. The point is that when I look 
attentively at something, what I see is that very thing. My seeing is not a bit 
of discursive knowledge, although I can and do derive discursive knowledge 
from what I see. Seeing does not have the form of “I know that p”; it has the 
form of “I know x”. While seeing something involves interpretation — I see it 
as something — I am nevertheless related directly to the object I am looking at. 
While discursive knowledge obeys the law of Excluded Middle — I either know 
that p or I do not — the kind of non-discursive knowledge which is relational 
admits of degrees. For instance, soon after I first met my wife it would be true 
to say that we knew each other, but now, after 30 years living together, we know 
each other so much more deeply. In this latter kind of thinking and knowing, 
one’s attention is directed towards the object itself, and generally succeeds in 
reaching its goal. On the other hand, discursive thinking is mediated by the use 
of words, and is about something individuated by what the words signify. That 
word “about” signifies a gap between the knower and the known. In contrast, 
the kind of thinking which involves a direct relation is not mediated by words 


7 Schufreider (1978), p. 72. 
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(except in the peculiar sense in which Anselm talks of ‘natural words’, which 
are therefore not really linguistic at all, since they are the same for all races). 
And as he makes clear when discussing in Mio the Creator’s contemplating 
what He is yet to create, and in P2 a painter’s contemplating the scene he is yet 
to paint, we can form this sort of mental conception even about objects which 
do not (yet) exist. 

Anselm needs to resolve the puzzle of how the Fool could think what could 
not be thought. That need provoked him to think harder about how words sig- 
nify. From Aristotle onwards, the topic of signs is a regularly theme in Greek 
Philosophy and was one of the focal points in debates between the Stoics and 
the Epicureans. However, it was Augustine who made the notion of ‘signifi- 
cation’ central to a theory of language.* Anselm would have been aware of 
Augustine’s contributions, but he realizes that he needs to develop that tradi- 
tion further. 

Accordingly, immediately after writing the Proslogion and the Reply, he 
wrote three teacher-student dialogues, the first of which was De Veritate [On 
Truth]. I summarized in §4.7 the unique and interesting account of significa- 
tion he develops in that dialogue, in which the main thesis is that something is 
true when “it does what it ought [facit quod debet]”. It is a three-factor account, 
which is easily able to accommodate the possibility of false statements and 
failures of reference. 

The relevance of Anselm’s account of truth and reference in De Veritate to 
our current issue about understanding, is that in verifying some statement, 
all three factors are in play. Firstly, one has to understand the meaning of the 
words (or other signs) used. Secondly, one has to understand what it would be 
for that statement to be true, that is, what would have to be thus-and-so, inde- 
pendently of the act of assertion itself. And thirdly, one would have to come 
to know things are just as they were said to be. The proper function of signs is 
to signify, to point towards something other than themselves. Signs are used 
to point towards something, whether or not they do so truly, that is, whether 
they succeed in pointing towards something which actually is as it is said to 
be. Likewise, all significant thinking involves those same three factors. When 
assertions or thoughts are true, how the relevant phenomena are is identical 
with what was signified — that is, pointed towards — by that act of assertion. 
As Anselm puts it, the signs are doing what they ought. This is a teleological 
account of truth. 

Furthermore, since the truth of a statement or thought involves that iden- 
tity, verifying involves seeing that what is so is the same as what is said to be 


8 Markus (1957). 


296 CHAPTER 9 


so. To know what is true one has to come to see, either with one’s eyes, or with 
the exercise of one’s reason (with ‘the eyes of one’s soul’), that the phenomena 
are just as they were said or thought to be. That is how verification yields un- 
derstanding. When one sees that the signs used are doing what they ought, the 
kind of thinking involved is different from that involved in simply understand- 
ing what words mean: in the former kind of thinking, one is relating oneself to 
the things themselves. 

In this way, the teleological account Anselm developed in De Veritate expli- 
cates the kind of thinking which he invokes in P4, the kind which occurs when 
that itself which the thing is, is understood. Characterizing this kind of think- 
ing as mentally seeing, therefore, is not just a colourful metaphor. 

Returning to the Proslogion, Anselm is combining this distinction between 
two ways things can be thought with the contrast between thinking and under- 
standing, It is one thing to think about something by mulling over the meaning 
of the relevant descriptions which signify it, that is, which point towards it. It 
is a quite different matter to understand that which the thing itself is. That, 
however, has been challenged. Jasper Hopkins contends that the distinction 
Anselm draws in P4 “should not be construed as reflecting a distinction of ter- 
minology which Anselm in the Proslogion itself is generally insistent upon’. 
He maintains that in P4 the distinction between the two is simply this: intel- 
ligere [to understand] represents a correct form of cogitare [to think].9 He 
acknowledges that Anselm does sometimes use “thinking” and “understand- 
ing” interchangeably, even though he recognizes that there are various ways 
to distinguish them.!° In support, he cites a passage in Reply 1 where Anselm 
responds to Gaunilo: 


I say in fact, “If [something] than which a greater cannot be thought is not 
understood or thought, nor is in the understanding or in thought, then, 
either God is not [something] than which a greater cannot be thought, or 
He is not understood or thought and does not exist in the understanding, 
or in thought. I employ your faith and conscience as the most powerful 
argument that this is false. Therefore [something] than which a greater 
cannot be thought is truly understood and thought and is in the under- 
standing and in thought. 


However, this passage does not show that Anselm is not aiming to distinguish 
between “cogitare” and “intelligere” as such, as Hopkins claims. Rather, what 


9 Hopkins (1972), p. 74. 
10 —- Hopkins (1972), p. 75. 
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Anselm is arguing is that whether something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is said to be understood, or is said to be thought, either way, his conclu- 
sions are established. 

Anselm again discusses the difference between the two quite extensively in 
Rq (as Hopkins acknowledges). Gaunilo had suggested that instead of saying 
that this Supreme Being cannot be thought not to exist, it would perhaps be 
better to say that it cannot be understood not to exist. Anselm rejects this sug- 
gestion. Perhaps, he says, Gaunilo would object that nothing which exists can 
be understood not to exist, since Gaunilo has said that, according to the prop- 
er meaning of the word, falsa cannot be understood. On that basis, Anselm 
protests, it would not be a unique property of God that He could not be un- 
derstood not to exist. It is clear from this that Anselm is indeed taking ‘what 
is understood’ to be truth-entailing — that is Hopkins’ point — whereas “what 
is thought” is not necessarily so. But the difference between ‘thinking’ and 
‘understanding’ involves more than the fact that understanding is truth- 
entailing. When we understand something, not only is what is understood 
taken to be true, but we also have come to see that it is true through reasons 
which explain why it is true. Understanding involves more than simply think 
ing correctly: it is coming to see rationally, on the basis of an appropriate and 
adequate explanation, the truth of something. That is why both Gaunilo and 
Anselm maintain that there is a sense in which nothing which exists can be un- 
derstood not to exist. Thinking, on the other hand, can sometimes be untrue, 
and what is thought is not always the product of reasoning. 

Anselm now understands that God so truly exists because he now has been 
led by his train of reasoning to see clearly that what, at first, he merely be- 
lieved — that God is something than which nothing greater could be thought — 
is so true, so sure, that it is beyond doubt. While he does not presume to know 
God in all His fullness, he sees this much: that God is something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and therefore that God so truly exists that He 
cannot be thought not to exist. His mind has not only been directed towards 
its object, but it has hit its target, that which God is, because he has thought 
through his proof to its proper conclusion, where it has become obvious that 
God exists as the greatest of all. He can now see accurately, with the eye of his 
mind, that what his formula signifies is most true. It is not a figment of his 
imagination. He does not claim to understand everything about this Supreme 
Being — his struggles and his periods of darkness continue as he pursues his 
quest further — but he can see that, in this respect, his thinking has reached its 
first goal. 

This whole discussion helps clarify how it is that the Fool has managed to 
think the unthinkable. In P4 Anselm distinguishes between the two ways in 
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which something can be thought, or (what is the same) said in one’s heart: 
a) when the word signifying it is thought. He later glosses that as just saying 
the words in his heart, without any, or with some extraneous, signification; and 
b) when what the thing itself is is understood [cum id ipsum quod res est intel- 
ligitur]. To understand what the thing itself is requires that one’s understand- 
ing has been successful in reaching out to the thing itself. 


Anselm could, however have invoked a third way of thinking: c) instead of 
just thinking the words without any, or with some extraneous signification, 
people can think the unthinkable by failing to think through what they are 
thinking about. It is a common phenomenon that we think of something, un- 
derstanding well enough what the words mean, but fail to think through the 
implications of what we are thinking. Even if it is a fact that p entails g, we can 
think that p is true, without necessarily thinking anything about q. In that case, 
we have only a superficial knowledge of p, since we have not recognized all that 
it implies. Our thinking is not sufficiently attentive to attain a full understand- 
ing of what that statement signifies. Therefore, we do not really understand 
what we are talking or thinking about, but draw on our partial knowledge to 
make claims which often could not survive scrutiny. 


Our discussion has also revealed that there is also a fourth way of under- 
standing how the Fool could have thought the unthinkable. He can think of 
something generically, without necessarily understanding ‘that itself which 
the thing is [id ipsum quod res est]’. In Rg Anselm himself acknowledges this 
distinction. That is not being foolish; it is just thinking non-specific thoughts. 

In the light of those clarifications, another question arises. By drawing this 
twofold distinction in P4, has Anselm undermined his own sub-conclusion 
that the Fool is committed to accepting that something-than-which-nothing- 
greater-can-be-thought exists in the understanding? It seems that all the effort 
we put into considering in §4.5 how the Fool could come to have something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought in the understanding was for nought. 
For if the Fool’s thought, “God does not exist’, is just a matter of thinking the 
words which signify that thought, then that could also be said of his think- 
ing of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. That ‘something’ 
could be ‘in his understanding’ only in the sense that he understands what 
those words mean. As we saw in §4.5, Anselm needs to proceed with a sup- 
position that is much more substantial than that. He needs a specific thing 
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which is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought to be in the 
understanding. 

Schufreider deals with this problem by suggesting that when Anselm writes 
early in P2 that the Fool understands something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought when he hears it, Anselm was using “understand” in a weak sense. 
Schufreider says:!! 


The sort of understanding that the Fool has is not a matter of thinking 
that which the thing itself is, but simply involves thinking (in the weakest 
sense of that term) about the thing by means of the words that one hears. 


We can tease that out a little more by referring to the passage in the Monologion 
about mental conceptions, as, for example Visser and Williams do.!? But that 
does not achieve anything more than that this ‘something’ could be in the 
Fool’s understanding only in the sense that he understands what those words 
mean. 

Anselm has made this question more difficult for himself than he need. 
Because he allows only two ways in which something can be thought, rather 
than the four ways we have identified, he has little option but to say that the 
Fool is merely thinking the words which signify that thought without any, or 
with some extraneous, signification. But he could have offered either the third 
or the fourth of the explanations mentioned above. He could have said that 
the Fool understood well enough what the words signify but failed to think 
through the implications of that signification. Oy, he could have said that the 
Fool could think of God only generically, as ‘something or other’ which other 
people believe in, but not ever render that thought any more specific. The Fool 
could be thinking of God in either of those alternative ways but still fail to turn 
his mind towards the thing itself so that what-God-is is understood. 

Anselm’s point, of course, is that even though it is possible for the Fool to 
think of this something, he does not properly understand that God is such a 
thing. The Fool, quite literally, does not know what he is talking about. If he 
did, he could no longer think that there is no God. With his own distinction, 
Anselm solves his problem, although not as satisfactorily as he could have. He 
says, “Accordingly, God can be thought not to exist in the first way, but not at 
all in the second”. This allows him to infer that no one who understands what 
God is, can think that God does not exist. Of course; since God is that than 
which nothing greater can be thought, who so truly exists that He could not be 
thought not to exist, to think otherwise would be contradictory. Someone can, 


11 — Schufreider (1978), pp. 83-4. 
12 ~-Visser & Williams (2009). 
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however, think in the more superficial sense just by saying these meaningful 
words ‘in his heart’: “God does not exist’, either without any, or with some ex- 
traneous signification. And, we may add, someone can have some understand- 
ing of what those words signify, but fail to think through their full implications, 
or they can have only a vague idea of God but have not bothered to explore 
that idea seriously enough to render it specific. 

With the apparent paradox cogently resolved, Anselm then restates his two 
conclusions from P3: 


For God is that than which a greater cannot be thought. Whoever under- 
stands that properly [bene], certainly understands that that thing itself 
exists in such a way that not even in thought can it not exist. Therefore, 
whoever understand that God is so cannot think that He does not exist. 


Appropriately, he gives thanks to God, with a nicely ironic twist: 


... because what I first believed by your gift, I now understand by Your il- 
lumination so that even if I did not want to believe that You exist, I would 
not be able not to understand it. 


9.5 Gaunilo’s Lost Island 


It seems that soon after publication of the Proslogion, copies of chapters 2 to 4 
began circulating, and elicited a commentary called, How someone might reply 
to these [words] on Behalf of the Fool. It appears that Anselm did not know who 
had written this commentary, since when he replies to it, he begins, “Indeed 
you say — whoever you are ...”. Tradition has it that the author was an otherwise 
unknown monk from Marmoutiers, named Gaunilo. However, Ian Logan has 
reported that:!8 


Of the extant early manuscripts, only one mentions Gaunilo as the au- 
thor of the Pro Insipiente, ... but as there is no separate manuscript tra- 
dition for the Pro Insipiente to that originating with Anselm at Bec (not 
even in Marmoutiers), it is possible that this ascription is the result of a 
scribal fancy. 


Nevertheless, since I need to refer repeatedly to this author, I have found it 
convenient to perpetuate this tradition by referring to him as Gaunilo. 


13 Logan (2009), p. 116. 
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Much of the negative commentary on the Proslogion recycles, sometimes 
with variations, Gaunilo’s parody of Anselm’s argument in P2. To cite just a few 
examples, Donald Gregory,!+ Nicholas Wolterstorff,5 Ermanno Bencivenga,!® 
Sandra Visser & Thomas Williams,!”? Graham Oppy,!® and Brian Garrett!® all 
believe that the counter-example is fatal to Anselm's argument. 

In his Pro Insipiente, Gaunilo had suggested that: 


Certain people say that there is somewhere in the ocean an island, which 
because of the difficulty oy, rather, the impossibility of discovering what 
does not exist, some call ‘lost’. And they say that it possesses an inesti- 
mable abundance of riches and delights, much greater than the Happy 
Islands, and that, with no owner or inhabitant, the surfeit of things to be 
possessed always excels that of all islands which men occupy. 


But although this island does not exist, Gaunilo contends that, if Anselm's ar- 
gument is cogent, a parallel argument can be constructed to prove that this 
island does exist after all. To test whether this counter-example is successful, 
the first step is to check its argumentation against Anselm’s. 

Right from the start, there is a problem with this counter-example. Gaunilo 
introduces this island as “greater than all islands which men occupy”. It is not 
an island than which no greater island can be thought. This was no accidental 
slip on Gaunilo’s part. He begins his tract Pro Insipiente [On Behalf of the Fool| 
by reporting the thrust of Anselm’s P2 argument accurately. But in his subse- 
quent summary of Anselm’s reasoning in P2 he then mis-describes it. For ex- 
ample, Gaunilo concludes his summary of Anselm's argument in Pro Insipiente 
1 by reporting its conclusion as: 


Therefore, it is necessary that the greater than everything which has been 
proved to be in the understanding, exists not in the understanding alone, 
but also in reality, since otherwise it could not be greater than everything. 


Anselm's P2 conclusion was not that-which-is-greater-than-everything ex- 
ists in reality; it was, as we know all too well, that something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists in reality. Nevertheless, Gaunilo repeats this 


14 Gregory (1984). 

15 Wolterstorff (1993). 

16 —_ Bencivenga (2007). 

17 Visser & Williams (2009). 
18 = Oppy (2011a, 2oub). 
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mis-description at a number of places later in his Pro Insipiente, not least in his 
depiction of the Lost Island. 

While Anselm does indeed conclude near the end of P3 that God is ‘the 
greatest of all’, that is not the description he uses to develop his Argument. 
Rather, it is a corollary of its conclusion, as we saw in §8.10. So, when he comes 
to reply to Gaunilo’s criticism, Anselm objects strongly to this misrepresenta- 
tion. He says in R5 that, “Nowhere in all my utterances is there the kind of 
proof which you frequently repeat that I put forward”. Anselm is well aware 
that Gaunilo’s phrase could not produce the conclusion he draws. He says: 


For “greater than everything” does not have the same force for the pur- 
poses of proving that what is spoken of exists in reality as “than which a 
greater cannot be thought”. 


Anselm argues vigorously and at length for this. It is to defend the special char- 
acter of his own formula that he invokes the principle in R5 I have quoted pre- 
viously, that: 


What does not exist is able not to exist, and what is able not to exist can 
be thought not to exist. 


He repeatedly points out that whatever can be thought not to exist is not that- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, which he has already proved in the 
Proslogion. Since Gaunilo’s Lost Island is supposed not to exist, it follows, ap- 
plying the principle quoted, we can suppose that it can be thought not to exist. 
So, even if it were to exist, it would still not be something than which a greater 
cannot be thought. For something can be thought which is greater than every- 
thing which can be thought not to exist, namely, something which could not be 
thought not to exist, as he has shown in Stage Two. He then says, 


It is less obviously the case that what can be thought not to exist is not 
[that which is] greater than all [other] existing things. 


That is, it is not so easy to show that the greatest thing cannot be thought not 
to exist. Nor is it certain, if something is the greatest thing, that it is something 
than which a greater cannot be thought. And there might exist more than one 
thing which is equally great. Furthermore, what if someone says that there ex- 
ists something greater than everything [else] which exists, but this same thing 
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can be thought not to exist, and that something greater than it, even if it does 
not exist, can still be thought? 

This series of objections do suffice to show that Gaunilo’s formula cannot 
perform the role in the argument which Anselm’s own formula did. And his 
first objection, which relied on something-which-could-not-be-thought-not- 
to-exist being greater than whatever can be thought not to exist — that is what 
Stage Two was all about — is decisive. For if the greatest thing can be thought 
not to exist, it is not that than which a greater cannot be thought. 

Let us return to see how Gaunilo presents his counter-example. Having in- 
troduced the Lost Island in the passage quoted above, Gaunilo continues: 


If someone said to me that this is so, I would easily understand what is 
said, since it contains nothing difficult to understand. 


This clearly intended to mimic the first phase of Anselm’s P2 argument, which 
deals with what is in the Fool’s understanding. Gaunilo then imagines that this 
person might add, as a consequence: 


“You can no more doubt that that island, which is more excellent than 
other lands, truly exists somewhere in reality, than you can doubt that 
it exists in your understanding. And since it is more excellent to exist, 
not only in the understanding, but also in reality, therefore it is necessary 
that it exists [in reality] because, if it did not, whatever other land exists 
in reality will be more excellent than it, and this island, which has been 
understood by you to be more excellent will not be more excellent.’ 


That is Gaunilo’s argument. But we should examine its logic more closely. 
Firstly, it is worth pointing out that the argument Gaunilo actually presented 
was not only significantly different from Anselm’s P2 argument, but it does 
not succeed in deducing its supposed conclusion. To echo the first phase of 
Anselm’s P2 argument, Gaunilo says: 


(1) It is not difficult to understand, “An island more excellent than all 
other lands”. 


From that, like Anselm, he could infer that: 


(2) Anisland more excellent than all other lands is in the understanding. 
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That proposition is parallel to the proposition (P) with which Anselm con- 
cludes the first phase of his argument in P2. Since the subject of this premise 
is an indefinite description, the only way to deduce conclusions from it is to 
introduce as an assumption a singular proposition about an arbitrary instance 
of (1), as Anselm does. Since Gaunilo seems to be thinking of a specific island — 
he gives a vivid description of it, and has named it as ‘the Lost Island’ — it is ap- 
propriate to assume, for the purposes of the argument, the following: 


(3) The Lost Island is more excellent than all other lands and is in the 
understanding. 


Gaunilo has said that this island is called ‘lost’ because of the impossibility of 
discovering what does not exist. So, like the supposition of Anselm's reductio 
ad absurdum, let us assume: 


(4) The Lost Island is not in reality. 


Because this island is not in reality, it is only in the understanding. Nevertheless, 
it can be thought to be in reality. That follows from a premise similar to the one 
Anselm employed. So, 


(5) If any island-which-is-more-excellent-than-all-other-lands is in the 
understanding but not in reality, it can be thought to be in reality. 


From these three premises, it follows that: 
(6) The Lost Island can be thought to be in reality. 


At this point in his own argument Anselm says, “which is greater”. And we 
noted in §5.1 that many commentators, defenders and critics alike, interpret 
that as invoking some general principle, the gist of which is that existence is a 
‘great-making property’, as they often put it. We found, however, that no such 
premise is required. Instead, we proceeded in §5.1 with a quite general defini- 
tion of what it means for one thing to be greater than another, and the only ad- 
ditional premise required for the argument to entail Anselm’s phrase, “which 
is greater’, is that to be in reality is good. No premise about being in reality, 
or existing, being ‘great-making’ is required. Nevertheless, since Gaunilo in- 
terprets Anselm’s phrase as expressing an implicit premise, let us allow him to 
invoke it here: 
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(7) Itis more excellent to be, not in only the understanding, but also in 
reality. 


Next, we saw that Anselm, having inferred that that-than-which-a-greater-can- 
not-be-thought can be thought to be in reality, supposes that it is in reality. So, 
since we are trying to reconstruct Gaunilo’s argument as closely as possible to 
Anselm's, let us suppose that Gaunilo likewise introduces a similar assump- 
tion. In his case, that assumption would be: 


(8) The Lost Island is in reality. 
So, from (7) and (8) Gaunilo can infer: 


(9) If the Lost Island were to be in reality, it would be more excellent 
than it would be if it were to be only in the understanding. 


Since the assumption (8) asserts that the Lost Island is in reality, it follows that, 
in that circumstance, it is more excellent than it is asserted to be in (4). Since 
this is becoming quite complicated, let us refer to the Lost Island as it is as- 
sumed to be in (4), i-e., as not being in reality, as “a’, and the Lost Island as it is 
thought to be in (6), i-e., as being in reality, as “b”. Expressed this way, it follows 
from (9) that: 


(10) 6 is more excellent than a. 


Generalizing (10) implies that something is more excellent than a. Since “b” 
refers to the Lost Island as it is thought to be in reality, the ‘something’ which is 
more excellent than a is an island. So (10) implies: 


(1) Some island is more excellent than a. 


Now, (11) has been deduced from (10), which expresses in symbols the proposi- 
tion (9), which was derived from (7) and (8). And recall, (8) was assumed in 
order to exemplify the possible thought deduced at (6), that the Lost Island can 
be thought to be in reality. So since (8) asserts what (6) says can be thought, 
and (8) implies (10), it follows from (6) that (11) can be thought. That is: 


(12) It can be thought that some island is more excellent than a. 
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At this point in his argument in P2, Anselm asserts: 


(13) If therefore that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists 
only in the understanding that same thing than which a greater 
cannot be thought is that than which a greater can be thought. 


This proposition (13) which Anselm asserts in the text of P2, was deduced at 
line (40) in our reconstruction of his argument in §5.2. But what follows at 
this point in our reconstruction of Gaunilo’s argument? Well, since (12) has 
been derived from (6), and (6) was derived from (3), (4), and (5), it follows 
that the deduction of (12) depends upon (3), (4) and (5). Therefore, Gaunilo 
is entitled by the rule of conditional proof to assert, depending on (3) and 
(5), that: 


(14) If therefore the Lost Island is in the understanding, but not in reali- 
ty [i-e., if it is only in the understanding], then it can be thought that 
some island is more excellent than that very thing which is more 
excellent than all other lands. 


But the consequent of (14) is not a contradiction, unlike the consequent of 
(13), which és a contradiction. Rather, (14) says that it is possible to think that 
there is some island which is even more excellent than that island which is 
in fact the most excellent. That is, the most excellent island is not an island 
than which no more excellent island can be thought. Therefore, far from this 
consequence being impossible, it is true! No doubt, the inhabitants of various 
excellent islands would be likely to dispute heatedly over which is the most 
excellent, but it is not beyond our intellectual capacity to imagine that some 
island is more excellent than that island, whichever it is, which is more excel- 
lent than all other lands. 

Of course, if the consequent in (14) was (11), rather than (12), Gaunilo would 
have generated a contradiction, as Anselm had. But (11) has been derived from 
(10), and so is dependent upon the assumption (8). Gaunilo has to discharge 
that assumption somehow since it is identical with his conclusion. Otherwise, 
his argument would beg the question in a quite outrageous way. What he 
needs is to infer a contradiction which is dependent upon (4), but not on (8). 
Anselm’s “can be thought” enables that manoeuvre, but it prevents Gaunilo’s 
argument from reaching his desired conclusion. So, Anselm was quite right to 
respond to Gaunilo by commenting that: 
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For “greater than everything” does not have the same force for the pur- 
poses of proving that what is spoken of exists in reality as “than which a 
greater cannot be thought’. 


It is no wonder he was dismissive of this attempt at a disproof! 


9.6 ‘Tidying up’ the Lost Island 


Visser and Williams, who are sympathetic to Anselm’s quest, nevertheless 
maintain that Gaunilo has indeed produced an effective counter-example. 
They say:2° 


If we tidy up Gaunilo’s formulation, it seems that we have an argument 
exactly parallel to Anselm’s. So if Anselm’s argument proves the exis- 
tence of a being than which a greater cannot be thought, Gaunilo’s ar- 
gument proves the existence of an island than which no greater can be 
thought. And there is nothing special about islands, of course: we could 
equally well prove the existence of a live oak than which a greater can- 
not be thought, a cockroach than which a greater cannot be thought, you 
name it. 


Consequently, they go looking for a way of interpreting P2 based not only on 
that text, but also on passages in Anselm's Reply. 

But are they right to claim that when Gaunilo’s formulation is ‘tidied up’, we 
will have ‘an argument exactly parallel to Anselm’s’? They recommend substi- 
tuting “an island than which no greater can be thought” for “an island which 
is more excellent than other lands” in Gaunilo’s argument. But even with that 
‘tidying up’, the two arguments are not parallel. For a start, as we saw, in P2 
Anselm compares that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought with itself, 
under two conditions: that it is only in the understanding; and, as it is pos- 
sible to think, that it is in reality. It was to remain faithful to this feature of his 
text that we adopted the definition of Essential Identity. Gaunilo, on the other 
hand, is comparing this imagined island with other real lands. That might be 
supposed to be an unimportant detail, but it is what prevents him from hav- 
ing an argument which is parallel to Anselm’s. And it is crucial for Anselm's 


20 Visser & Williams (2009), p. 77. 
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formula; his argument requires that what is thought to be in reality be the very 
same thing as what is only in the understanding. Otherwise, it would not be 
that than which nothing greater could be thought. Gaunilo’s argument has 
nothing parallel to that. 

Still, let us see whether Anselm's argumentation can be applied to it, after 
yet more ‘tidying up’ In doing so, I will endeavour to present a revision of 
Gaunilo’s argument as closely as possible to the reconstruction of Anselm’s ar- 
gument which we developed in Chapter 5. So, instead of comparing Gaunilo’s 
island with ‘all other lands’, we will compare it with itself, using the two defini- 
tions: of Essential Identity and ‘greater than’ 

If Gaunilo’s argument is to be parallel to Anselm's, Gaunilo’s own formula- 
tion: “an island which is more excellent than all other lands” would have to be 
amended. While Visser and Williams amend the formula so that it reads: “an 
island than which a greater cannot be thought’, presumably they mean: “an 
island than which no greater island can be thought”. So, let us work with that. 

On this basis, instead of (1) above, the first premise of this reconstruction 
becomes: 


(15) It is not difficult to understand, “An island than which no greater 
island can be thought”. 


As in §9.5, Gaunilo could infer, like Anselm does, that: 


(16) An island than which no greater island can be thought is in the 
understanding. 


As before, in order to deduce anything from (16), it is necessary to introduce, as 
an assumption, a singular proposition which mirrors (16). The subject of this 
can still be called ‘the Lost Island’, but the description of this island now has to 
be an exemplar of (16) rather than of (2). So, with a view to deducing a conclu- 
sion which would follow validly from (16), let us assume: 


(17) The Lost Island is an island than which no greater island can be 
thought, and it is in the understanding. 


Gaunilo wrote that this island is called ‘lost’ because of the impossibility of 
discovering what does not exist. So, like the supposition of Anselm's reductio 


ad absurdum, the following is, according to Gaunilo, true: 


(18) The Lost Island is not in reality. 
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Because this island is not in reality, but is in the understanding, it is only in the 
understanding. Even so, it can be thought to be in reality. That can follow from 
a premise similar to the one Anselm employed. So, 


(1g) If any island than which a greater island cannot be thought is in the 
understanding but not in reality, it can [nevertheless] be thought to 
be in reality. 


From these three premises, it follows that: 
(20) The Lost Island can be thought to be in reality. 


At this point in his argument Anselm says, “which is greater’. Gaunilo was but 
the first of many commentators who understand that phrase to be indicating 
that Anselm is assuming a premise in the background. His proposal was: 


(7) Itis more excellent to exist, not in the understanding alone, but also 
in reality. 


In our first attempt to reconstruct his argument, we allowed Gaunilo to in- 
voke (7) as a premise. But I argued in §5.2 against reading such a premise into 
Anselm's P2 argument. Instead, we found that adopting two quite general 
definitions — of Essential Identity and ‘Greater Than’ — rendered Anselm’s argu- 
ment much more transparent and plausible. Deploying those definitions, plus 
a much simpler and more plausible premise, avoided the obscurities surround- 
ing precisely how Anselm could justify that if something were to be in reality 
it would be greater than if it is only in the understanding. To ensure that this 
amended version of Gaunilo’s argument is equally transparent and plausible, 
let us adopt here the same definitions and strategy. That will likewise render it 
much more transparent and plausible. That is another aspect which has to be 
‘tidied up’. The general definition of ‘Greater Than’ adopted in §5.2 was: 


(21) If Pis the class of consistent, primitive and positive properties, any- 
thing x is greater than anything y if, and only if, x has all the proper- 
ties in the class P which y has, plus some additional property in P 
which it is good to have, but y has not. 


Then, to facilitate Anselm’s comparing something under a condition with itself 
under a different condition, we adopted and slightly modified a definition of 
Essential Identity, namely: 
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(22) x is essentially-identical to y, modulo the properties in D, if and only 
if, for all primitive, positive properties F, if and only if Fis not in the 
sub-set of non-essential properties D, then x and y have the same 
properties. 


And the implicit premise Anselm seemed to be relying upon is: 
(23) To in be reality is good. 


Now, to make the reasoning perspicuous, and to mimic as closely as possible 
how we reconstructed Anselm's argument in P2, let us call the Lost Island men- 
tioned in (17) and (18) “a”. And (20) says that a can be thought to exist in reality. 
The obvious next move is to suppose that what is thought in (20) is in fact true, 
ie., that a is in reality. But that would flatly contradict the assumption (18). 
So, instead, let us suppose that an island essentially identical to a, which we 
will call “6”, is in reality. We made the same sort of move when reconstructing 
Anselm’s argument. That is, b is essentially identical to a, but they differ in the 
one respect that 0 is in reality, and a is not. 

Having invoked the definition (22), let us modify the premise (19) in the 
same way as we did in §5.2, in order to infer that an island essentially identical 
to the Lost island can be thought to be in reality. That is, premise (19) becomes: 


(24) If anything than which a greater cannot be thought is in the under- 
standing, but not in reality, then it can be thought that something 
essentially identical to it is in reality. 

Applying (24) to the Lost Island, it follows that: 

(25) If the Lost Island is in the understanding, but not in reality, then 

it can be thought that something essentially identical to the Lost 


island is in reality. 


According to the assumption (17) and the supposition (18), the antecedent of 
(25) is true. So, it follows that: 


(26) It can be thought that the Lost Island is in reality. 
Now let us suppose that the possible thought in (26) is true. That is: 


(27) bis essentially identical to a, and 6 is in reality. 
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Now (18) says that a is not in reality, and (27) says that 0 is in reality. So being in 
reality is not an essential property. Furthermore, since according to (26), a and 
b are essentially identical, it follows that: 


(28) Apart from being in reality, a and b have the same consistent, primi- 
tive, positive properties. 


Although (28) has established that a and 6 have the same essential proper- 
ties, b has a non-essential property which a lacks, namely being in reality. And 
(23) says that being in reality is good. So, from conjoining (18), (23), and (27) it 
follows that: 


(29) bis in reality, and a is not in reality, and being in reality is good. 


So, generalizing the third conjunct of (29), and conjoining the resulting propo- 
sition with (28), it follows that: 


(30) 6 has all the consistent, primitive, positive properties which a has, 
and b has an additional property which is good, but which a does 


not have. 


When we instantiate the definition of ‘Greater Than’ (21) by substituting “b” for 
“x” and “a” for “y’”, it follows, given (30), that: 


(31) Ois greater than a. 


Now 0 is an island essentially identical to a, the Lost Island. So, generalizing 
(30) yields: 


(32) Some island is greater than the Lost Island. 
Now (32) has been deduced from a set of premises which include (27), which 
says that b exists in reality. Since (27) implies (33), we can invoke Anselm's 
modified Conceivability Rule, with the result that it follows from (26) and (32) 
that: 


(33) It can be thought that some island is greater than the Lost Island. 


So, we have deduced (33), dependent on the supposition (18) that the Lost 
Island is not in reality. But (17) says that the Lost Island is an island than which 
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no greater island can be thought. So, (33) says that it can be thought that 
some island is greater than that island than which a greater island cannot be 
thought. Now, as in Anselm’s own argument, we can invoke conditional proof 
to discharge the assumption (18). Doing so entails: 


(34) If the Lost Island is not in reality, then it can be thought that some 
island is greater than that island than that very island than which a 
greater island cannot be thought. 


It was at this point that the argument Gaunilo actually proposed broke down, 
because when, in that deduction, the assumption (4) was discharged by in- 
voking the rule of Conditional Proof, the resulting proposition did not have a 
contradictory consequent, as a result of its missing “it can be thought that”. But 
replacing Gaunilo’s formula by a formula which closely mimics Anselm’s for- 
mula overcomes this problem. And, like Anselm in P2, Gaunilo can say about 
(34) “But this certainly cannot be’. Since the consequent of (34) is false, by 
modus tollens it follows that: 


(35) The Lost Island is in reality. 


Generalizing (35), and depending now on line (16) rather than line (17), it fol- 
lows that: 


(36) Some island than which no greater island can be thought is both in 
the understanding and in reality. 


Amending Gaunilo’s formula has enabled (36) to be validly deduced. So, he 
now has his counter-example. The Lost Island is supposed not to exist, but it 
has been proven that it does exist in reality. Since this reasoning is patterned 
closely on Anselm’s argument in P2, but has generated this contradiction, it 
appears that Anselm’s reasoning is faulty. It has been shown that the same pat- 
tern of argument which proves Anselm’s conclusion in P2 serves also to prove 
a demonstrable falsehood! 


9.7 Comparing the Arguments 


But is that really so? Visser and Williams simply assert that once Gaunilo’s 


> « 


argument is ‘tidied up’, “it seems that we have an argument exactly parallel 
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to Anselm’s”.”! It certainly needed ‘tidying up’, since the amended version of 
Gaunilo’s argument we have just reconstructed is significantly different from 
our earlier reconstruction, in §9.5, of the argument as Gaunilo articulated it. 
But the question is: Is it true that this amended version of Gaunilo’s argument 
is ‘exactly parallel’ to Anselm's? Although I have tried to keep the reconstruc- 
tion of Gaunilo’s amended argument as close as possible to Anselm’s, there 
remain, in fact, some significant differences between the two. 

The first difference concerns the status of the Lost Island. Gaunilo knows 
that it does not exist. He says so explicitly — that it does not exist, he says, 
Is the reason why this island is called ‘the Lost Island’ — and that it is not in 
reality is asserted as true in line (18). And that the Lost island is not in reality 
must remain true once it has been re-described as an island than which no 
greater island can be thought. But although it is true, Gaunilo’s amended argu- 
ment as set out above deduces from that truth that it is false. That, of course, 
is Gaunilo’s very point: Anselm's reasoning has been shown to produce false- 
hoods from truths. 

On the other hand, Anselm does not know, at the beginning of his argu- 
ment, whether something-than-which-a- greater-cannot-be-thought exists, or 
not. He believes that it does, but is troubled by the fact that, given his own 
initial belief, the Fool’s denial implies that it does not. That is why Anselm 
supposes, for the purposes of the argument, that that-than-which-a- greater- 
cannot-be-thought is not in reality. That supposition is then negated, because 
it has turned out to imply an impossibility. 

The dialectal role of these parallel propositions is therefore quite different. 
Unlike the way Anselm executes his argumentative strategy, Gaunilo’s negat- 
ing of the parallel line in the ‘tidied up’ proof is an improper use of reductio 
ad absurdum. That style of argument works by deducing a contradiction from 
a series of propositions assumed as premises and negating the one taken to 
be responsible for generating the contradiction. So, in both Anselm’s P2 argu- 
ment and in Gaunilo’s amended argument, the question arises: Which of the 
assumed premises should be negated for having generated that contradiction? 
In Anselm's case, it is the supposition that “that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought is not in reality”, for that is the problematic assumption. But in the 
case of Gaunilo’s island, the parallel proposition — it is not a supposition — is 
not at all problematic; on that contrary, it is known to be true! In this parody, 
its non-existence is not simply supposed for the sake of the argument; it is a fact 
which must remain a fact in order to show that the proof has entailed a false 


21 ~~ Visser & Williams (2009), p. 77. 
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conclusion. Once that reported fact is negated, the conclusion is no longer con- 
tra to fact. That is, it is no longer demonstrable that the conclusion - that an is- 
land than which no greater island can be thought is in reality — is false, because 
the fact which demonstrates that that conclusion is false has been denied. 

The point is that Gaunilo’s argument is supposed to be a disproof. But his 
argument will no longer work as a disproof if the fact of the non-existence of 
the Lost Island is negated. To deny that fact is to sacrifice the dialectical force 
of his counter-argument; Gaunilo’s (amended) argument no longer works as 
a disproof. In this significant respect, the two arguments are far from parallel. 

A second point arises from the first. Both Anselm's argument and Gaunilo’s 
amended argument entail a contradiction. But I have argued that it is improp- 
er in the second case to negate the proposition that this ‘Lost Island’ is not in 
reality, since it is true. Since (18) is known to be true, and the argument is valid, 
the falsehood of the conclusion must have been introduced by one of the other 
premises. But which? 

The sub-conclusion that it can be thought that some island is greater than 
the Lost Island — that is (33) — is dependent not only upon line (18), but also 
upon the premises at lines (16), (21), (22) and (24). Since the Lost Island must 
remain lost, the inconsistency must be due to one of those other premises. The 
two definitions (21) and (22) are reasonable. That leaves (16) and (24). Of those 
two, the most likely culprit is (16): “The Lost Island is an island than which no 
greater island can be thought”. Instead of using Conditional Proof at line (34) 
to negate a premise known to be true, it would have been more appropriate to 
infer: 


(37) If the Lost Island is an island than which no greater island can be 
thought, then it can be thought that some island is greater than that 
very island than which no greater island can be thought. 


The deduction of (37) is as equally valid as the deduction of (34). Logic alone 
does not determine which is the appropriate assumption to negate. Since the 
consequence in (37) is contradictory, it follows with equal validity by modus 
tollens that: 


(38) It is not true that some island is such that no greater island can be 
thought. 


So, what the case of Gaunilo’s Lost Island proves is (38), not (35). What Gaunilo’s 
argument, after it is tidied up, proves is, “There is no island than which a great- 
er island cannot be thought’, ie. for any conceivable island, it is possible to 
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think of an island which is greater. Gaunilo’s argument can more plausibly, 
and equally legitimately, be construed as demonstrating that his ‘Lost Island’ is 
what he himself would call a falsum. 

That outcome supports the defence of Anselm’s argument mounted by 
Alvin Plantinga and Kenneth Himma. They have claimed that Gaunilo’s par- 
ody fails because it is not analogous to Anselm’s argument in this particular 
respect. Plantinga argues that God’s ‘great-making qualities’ (e.g. omnipotence, 
omniscience and perfect goodness) are maximal. But, he argues, most of the 
qualities that make for greatness in islands —- number of palm trees, amount 
and quality of coconuts, for example — have no intrinsic maximum.” 


No matter how great an island is, no matter how many Nubian maidens 
and dancing girls adorn it, there could always be a greater — one with 
twice as many, for example. The qualities that make for greatness in 
islands — number of palm trees, amount and quality of coconuts, for ex- 
ample — most of these qualities have no intrinsic maximum. 


Himma likewise argues:?3 


... the qualities that make an island great are not the sort of qualities that 
admit of conceptually maximal qualities. No matter how great an island 
may be in some respect, it is always possible to imagine an island greater 
than that island in that respect. For example, if one thinks that abundant 
fruit is a great-making property for an island, then, no matter how great a 
particular island might be, it will always be possible to imagine a greater 
island because there is no intrinsic maximum for fruit-abundance. 


Brian Garrett, on the other hand, is not convinced. He asks rhetorically,?+ 


But are the great-making qualities of an island non-maximal? It is good 
for an island to have coconuts, but not too many. A warm sea can always 
be hotter, but not consistently with still being warm. There is an upper 
limit to warmth (similarly for sunnyness). Whiteness also seems to be 
maximal. It is implausible that for every white shade there is a whiter 
one. Properly understood, the great-making qualities of an island are 
maximal. 


22 — Plantinga (1974), pp. 90-1. 
23  Himma (2016). 
24 Garrett (2013), pp. 481-82. 
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He proposes that we can make this explicit by defining the perfect island 
as the island of ideal size, possessing the ideal number of coconuts, ideally 
white sand, ideal sea and air temperature, etc. Since these qualities are intrin- 
sically maximal, he claims, Plantinga’s riposte to Gaunilo’s parody collapses. 
Although Gaunilo’s island is supposed not to exist, it is mildly amusing that 
these commentators seem agree that his parody locates it somewhere in the 
South Pacific! 

That aside, it not as clear as Garrett assumes that the qualities listed in his 
definition of the greatest conceivable island suffice to define one and only is- 
land. What sized island would be ideal? There are probably many answers, de- 
pending on the lifestyle preferred by different people! Could it be guaranteed 
that an island ideal for growing coconuts would not also be liable to be hit by 
typhoons, which is not ideal? Would an island ideal for growing coconuts also 
be ideal for growing apples? If, to be ideal, an island would have to be suitable 
for growing a wide variety of fruit, it might not be an ideal size. The more I 
think about it, the fuzzier I find the concept of an island than which a greater 
island cannot be thought. 


9.8 Sinking the Lost Island 


But whether the concept of the greatest conceivable island is coherent is not 
the most critical issue. So far, our examination has followed the conventional 
interpretation, adopted uncritically in most of the secondary literature, that 
Anselm’s argument for the existence of God is contained in Pz. But that has 
been shown to be quite false. Let us set aside, for the present, my objection 
to the way reductio ad absurdum is used in this amended version of Gaunilo’s 
parody. If that objection is waived, Gaunilo’s amended parody is a proof that 
some island than which no greater island can be thought exists in reality. So, 
it seems that there is something wrong with Anselm’s P2 argument. But, un- 
like Gaunilo’s amended counter-argument, Anselm’s Argument for the exis- 
tence of God is not finished at the end of P2. That will prove to be a significant 
disanalogy. 

Describing Anselm’s something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
as an island is clearly what turns Anselm’s P2 argument into Gaunilo’s parody. 
Anselm's argumentative strategy is to leave the question of what his formula 
describes until the end of his argument. Gaunilo identifies it as an island right 
at the beginning. None of those who debate the plausibility of Gaunilo’s par- 
ody ever think it necessary to justify introducing the concept of some-island- 
than-which-no-greater-island-can-be-thought into this counter-argument. 
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They simply introduce it and proceed from there. They are obviously assuming 
that, since this amended formula occurs in the first premise, there is noth- 
ing to prevent them from introducing any premise they choose. It might seem 
pedantic of me, but throughout this book I have insisted that whatever is im- 
plicit has to be rendered explicit. So, let us articulate this obvious background 
assumption: 


(39) Itis legitimate to substitute “An island than which no greater island 
can be thought” for “Something than which a greater cannot be 
thought”. 


Although the defenders of Gaunilo never mention that they are assuming (39), 
their practice testifies to their doing so. For it is that substitution which le- 
gitimizes the first premise of the amended version of Gaunilo’s parody in §9.6, 
namely: 


(15) It is not difficult to understand, “An island than which no greater 
island can be thought”. 


Once (39) is articulated, that proposition (15) is no longer the premise of this 
counter-argument. Rather, it is inferred from (39). That assumption therefore 
also legitimizes the proposition which was inferred from (15), namely. 


(16) An island than which no greater island can be thought is in the 
understanding. 


This is parallel to Anselm's implicit sub-conclusion of the first phase in Stage 
One, the proposition which, in §4.8, I labelled (P): 


Some specific thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the 
understanding. 


But now (16) is a consequence which follows from amending Anselm’s first 
phase argument as permitted by (39). That is why I said above that whether 
the concept of the greatest conceivable island is coherent is not the most criti- 
cal issue. Rather, it is (39) which legitimates the introduction of that concept. 

Articulating this background assumption has drawn attention to the most 
significant difference between this counter-argument and Anselm’s original. 
This difference, of course, is that the two formulae are not the same. And that 
difference proves to be the decisive issue. 
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In stark contrast to Gaunilo’s introducing his Lost Island at the beginning of 
his counter-argument, the conclusion of P2 neither asserts nor implies what 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is. Not only does Anselm 
say nothing at that stage about its identity; he has nothing in his argument 
which could even inform anyone as to what sort of thing it is. But Gaunilo iden- 
tifies it at the outset as an island, and Visser & Williams, who are generally 
sympathetic to Anselm, allege that it could be any sort of thing: not only an is- 
land, but a live oak tree, or a cockroach.2° Anselm, of course, believes it is God, 
but at the end of P2 he does not yet have any justification for that belief, and 
therefore he neither claims nor assumes that it is God. Gaunilo, however, does 
say what sort of thing it is: it is an island, and Visser & Williams propose that 
what Gaunilo should have said is that it is ‘an island than which no greater can 
be thought; in order to make his argument exactly parallel to Anselm’s. 

The most comprehensive way to consider this proposal would be to follow 
their example and generalize the formula they endorse. Since it is indeter- 
minate what sort of thing Anselm’s something might be, let us say it is an F. 
That is, instead of specifying that ‘something than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought’ is an island, suppose the formula is ‘Something-F-than-which- 
a-greater-F-cannot-be-thought, where “F”’ can be replaced by a noun which 
describes anything other than God. That is, let us assume a generalized version 
of (38), namely: 


(39) It is legitimate to substitute “Something-F-than-which-a-greater-F- 
cannot-be-thought” for “Something than which a greater cannot be 
thought”. 


Then, applying the logic of Anselm's P2 argument, it follows from (39) and 
Anselm’s premises in P2 that: 


(40) Something-F-than-which-a-greater-F-cannot-be-thought exists in 
reality. 


The defenders of Gaunilo can say: That surely shows that Anselm's argument 
proves far too much! 

Well, let us see. I demonstrated in §5.4 that not only is Anselm’s P2 conclu- 
sion true, but it is necessarily true. Brian Garrett seems to be aware that there 


25 Visser & Williams (2009), p. 77. 
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is a deeper issue at stake than whether some ideal island can have maximal 
qualities, for he concludes his defence of Gaunilo by asserting: 


Nor, incidentally, is there any force to the quite different rejoinder that 
Gaunilo’s parody fails since God is a necessary being whereas islands are 
contingent. An Anselmian argument for the necessity of God’s existence 
(‘Suppose that God existed contingently. Then we could conceive of a 
being greater than God — one with all God’s traditional qualities who ex- 
isted necessarily. But ...’) can be parodied by Gaunilo to show that the 
perfect island exists of necessity. 


Garrett’s suggestion is correct: an Anselmian argument can be parodied 
by Gaunilo to show that a perfect island exists of necessity. But, contrary to 
Garrett’s incidental observation, that does not settle the matter, because 
Anselm's argument in P2 is neither an argument for the existence of God, nor 
for the necessity of God’s existence. He has not finished his Argument. We have 
seen in §5.4, that Anselm has already taken the step from ‘being in reality’ to 
‘necessary existence’, as Garrett suggests he might. 

However, Anselm is not just one step, but three steps, ahead of his critics. 
The first step is that Anselm is well aware that not only is his P2 conclusion 
true, but it is necessarily true, since it is derived from the impossibility of a 
contradiction. That is, Anselm has already accepted Garrett’s extension of the 
argument. That is evident from his arguments in Reply 1, and also in Reply 9, 
which I invoked in §6.3. So, if it is legitimate to specify that Anselm's ‘some- 
thing’ is the greatest conceivable island, it also follows that: 


(41) It is necessary that some island-than-which-a-greater-island-can- 
not-be-thought exists in reality. 


Indeed, it follows from (40) and Anselm’s premises in P2 that: 


(42) It is necessary true that something-F-than-which-a-greater-F-can- 
not-be-thought exists in reality. 


But deriving (42) takes Anselm only the first of the three steps he is ahead 
of his critics. All those commentators and critics who think his argument for 
the existence of God in located in Pz have not attended to what Anselm’s text 
actually wrote. Contrary to how it is conventionally interpreted, Anselm's 
Argument has two more stages to go. After all, at the end of P2 he has not 
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yet drawn any conclusion about what sort of thing something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought is, let alone that it is God. 
Consider: the proposition (42) is equivalent to: 


(43) Something-F-than-which-a-greater-F-cannot-be-thought cannot 
not exist in reality. 


And in §6.3 it was demonstrated that the proposition, “Something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists in reality’, entails “Something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be thought to be something 
which could not be thought not to exist”. The only additional premises in- 
volved in that deduction are all logical truths. Therefore, it further follows from 
Anselm’s premises, once they are amended by applying (39), that: 


(44) Something-F-than-which-a-greater-F-cannot-be-thought can be 
thought to be something which could not be thought not to exist. 


And since Anselm’s Stage One conclusion implies the first premise of Stage 
Two, it consequently also implies the conclusion of Stage Two. So, since the de- 
fenders of Gaunilo have to accept Anselm’s premises in Stage One in order to 
prove that it entails that their favoured counter-example exists in reality, they 
are thereby committed to accepting the conclusion of Anselm’s Stage Two as 
well. They have no grounds on which to resist extending this argument to that 
further stage. That is, they are committed to accepting the following: 


(45) Something-F-than-which-a-greater-F-cannot-be-thought so truly 
exists that it could not be thought not to exist. 


With “something F” substituted for Anselm’s “something”, that was proven in 
Stage Two. Defenders of Gaunilo have to accept all the premises of Anselm’s 
Stage One argument in order to construct their parodies. The only amendment 
they make is their specifying that the subject is “something F than which a 
greater F cannot be thought’, where “F” stands for any kind of thing which is 
other than God. But those premises, with some extra logical truths, also entail 
(45). Therefore, the premises they adopt also prove (45). 

Thus, not only is it possible to deduce from Anselm’s premises, thus amend- 
ed, that the Lost Island exists in reality, it is possible to deduce that the uni- 
verse is populated with myriads of things, all of which are such that no greater 
thing of their kind can be thought not only exists, but they all can be thought 
to be necessary beings which so truly exist that they could not be thought not 
to exist. And that is absurd. 
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The obvious retort from a defender of Gaunilo is to say: So much the worse 
for Anselm’s Argument! There just has to be something wrong with it. But its 
logic is impeccable. So, the fault must lie with the premises. 

Ironically, that is precisely how Anselm would reply to such a critic. He 
would contend that amending his formula is precisely what is responsible for 
the argument going awry. Given Anselm’s premises in P2, amending his for- 
mula to specify what sort of thing is being introduced, entails these absurdi- 
ties. Therefore, it is legitimate to apply the rule of reductio ad absurdum to this 
entailment. Since what has entailed all these absurdities is assuming (39), it is 
legitimate to negate it. Therefore, it is not legitimate to substitute “Something- 
F-than-which-a-greater-F-cannot-be-thought” for “Something than which a 
greater cannot be thought’. 

Of course, that rejoinder is not sufficient to put an end to the long-running 
disputes between the defenders of Anselm and the defenders of Gaunilo, for 
each party is entitled to draw its own conclusions from the entailment of these 
absurdities. It seems that the outcome of our examination is a stalemate. That 
is quite unsatisfactory. 

However, this impasse can be quickly resolved; this dispute does not have to 
end with a stalemate. I said that Anselm was three steps ahead. The first step 
was that his argument in P2 also establishes that something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought necessarily exists in reality. The second step is taken 
when it is demonstrated that that conclusion entails that this same thing so 
truly exists that it could not be thought not to exist. His third and clinching 
point is his Stage Three premise: 


(46) Whatever is other than God can be thought not to exist. 


That is the premise which enables Anselm in Stage Three to establish his proof 
of the existence of God, not before. But since any Gaunilo-style counter-ex- 
ample must be something which is other than God, (45) and (46) entail just as 
validly and effectively: 


(47) Something-F-than-which-a-greater-F-cannot-be-thought both 
could not be thought not to exist and can be thought not to exist. 


That conclusion is not just absurd; it is an explicit contradiction. 

The dialectical point of any Gaunilo-style counter-example is to demon- 
strate that Anselm’s premises prove the existence of any number of things 
which are other than God, although they, in fact, do not exist. But the very 
premise which Anselm uses to prove the existence of God, that is, (46), applies 
to every such counter-example. And, as I will argue in §11.3.3, today we have 
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strong, independent, scientifically-grounded reasons for believing that (46) is 
true. And since (46) is true, it follows that contradictions with the form of (47) 
are entailed by any Gaunilo-style counter-argument. 

The whole point of constructing a Gaunilo-style parody is to show that 
Anselm’s premises prove the existence of something which is other than 
God does and does not exist, thereby showing that his Argument is unsound. 
Anyone who invokes such a counter-example is thereby assuming (39) as a 
background assumption. It has now been demonstrated that using that as- 
sumption to amend Anselm’s formula so that it describes something which is 
other than God, unavoidably generates contradictions. Since the conclusion 
(47) is logically dependent upon the assumption (39), it follows by conditional 
proof that: 


(48) If it is legitimate to substitute “Something-F-than-which-a-greater- 
F-cannot-be-thought” for “Something than which a greater cannot 
be thought’, then something-F-than-which-a-greater-F-cannot-be- 
thought both could not be thought not to exist and can be thought 
not to exist. 


That proposition (48) is undeniable. To demonstrate explicitly this refutation 
of any Gaunilo-style counter-example, we need only the following logical truth: 


(49) It is not possible that something-F-than-which-a-greater-F-can- 
not-be-thought both could not be thought not to exist and can be 
thought not to exist. 


Therefore, by modus tollens, it follows that: 


(50) Necessarily, it is not legitimate to substitute “something-F-than- 
which-a-greater-F-cannot-be-thought” for “Something than which 
a greater cannot be thought” in Anselm’s argument. 


This is Anselm's decisive response to Gaunilo. Any argument which involves 
amending his formula so that it describes something which is other than God 
is incoherent. I have repeatedly argued that it is an error to interpret Anselm’s 
argument in P2 as his Argument for the existence of God. It is now clear that 
that error of interpretation has led all the defenders of Gaunilo into a gross 
error of logic. To be ‘exactly parallel’ to Anselm’s Argument, these counter- 
arguments cannot be halted at the end of Stage One. The apparently clever 
move of assuming that Anselm’s formula can be amended to specify something 
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other than God has proved to be self-refuting, since it necessarily entails a 
contradiction. Anselm has thus forestalled every such alleged Gaunilo-style 
disproof before they were even invented. ‘Tidying up’ Gaunilo’s island has 
sunk it. Not only is Gaunilo’s island lost forever, so are any other such counter- 
examples. 

If, on the other hand, it is maintained, with Anselm, that the formula 
“Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought” necessarily applies 
uniquely to God, none of these grotesque and contradictory beings can be 
proved to exist. That highlights the fundamental problem with Gaunilo’s coun- 
ter-example, and with all the other counter-examples proposed by the critics 
who side with Gaunilo: The Supreme Being is the only being of whom Anselm’s 
formula could be true. And that Supreme Being is God. Far from proving too 
much, Anselm’s Argument proves just enough. 


Many commentators point out that Anselm does not engage with Gaunilo’s 
disproof at close quarters. Some excuse him on the grounds that Gaunilo has 
misrepresented Anselm’s formula. Anselm does indeed object in Reply 5 to 
Gaunilo’s misrepresentation, but that is not his main reason for being totally 
unimpressed by Gaunilo’s effort. Of that, he simply says (Reply 3): 


I say confidently that if anyone should discover for me something which 
either exists in reality or in thought alone in addition to that-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought, to which he could apply the logic of this 
argumentation, I shall discover that lost island and give it to him, to be 
lost no more. 


Some commentators assess this response as simply missing Gaunilo’s point. 
For example, Ermanno Bencivenga comments that “it seems to be nothing 
more than an arrogant, flat denial”.2° Even such sympathetic commentators as 
Visser and Williams find the Lost Island argument “so vivid and memorable” 
and concede that Anselm’s rejoinder “looks remarkably unresponsive’.2” They 
consequently propose an alternative (and quite unnecessary) interpretation of 
the argument in P2 to avoid the analogy. As they report:28 


26 Bencivenga (2007). 
27 ~~ Visser & Williams (2009), p. 77. 
28 Visser & Williams (2009), p. 78. 
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Other interpreters, less sympathetic, note Anselm’s failure to respond to 
the Lost Island objection and argue that Anselm knew Gaunilo’s objection 
was devastating but could not bring himself to acknowledge it in print. 


But as we have seen, they are quite mistaken in thinking that the two arguments 
are ‘exactly parallel’. Consequently, there is no reason for them to amend the P2 
argument to save it from being vulnerable to Gaunilo’s counter-example. 

The most scathing criticism along these lines has come from Nicholas 
Wolterstorff.2? He notes that Anselm makes only two references to Gaunilo’s 
Lost Island in his Reply and in neither place, does he give what Wolterstorff re- 
gards as a reason to think that Gaunilo’s counter-example is not a good analogy 
to his own argument in P2. Dismissing Anselm’s explicit claim, in the quota- 
tion above, that his formula has a unique application, Wolterstorff says that he 
can think of only two possible reasons which might explain why Anselm failed 
to reject the analogy. One is that Anselm was being too kind to point out the 
disanalogy he implies. But then, he says, 


Why the bluster? Why the sarcasm? If charity to the befuddled Gaunilo 
inspired Anselm’s silence concerning the point of disanalogy, what in- 
spired his sharp bluster? 


The other reason Wolterstorff offers is that perhaps Anselm realized that there 
was no disanalogy to point out, and so had no answer to the objection. 

This damning assessment of Anselm's response to Gaunilo’s counter-exam- 
ple has been applauded and endorsed by recent critics. Visser and Williams, 
for example, describe Wolterstorff’s contribution as “a powerful case” and “a 
forceful defense”.3° But we have now seen that Gaunilo’s defence of the Fool 
fails completely. Anselm's response, quoted above, was in fact exactly right. In 
that response, Anselm is declaring, with more than a touch of irony, that his 
formula is unique, and applies only to the case of God. The fact is: Anselm has 
effectively blocked Gaunilo’s attempted disproof before it was ever conceived. 
And Gaunilo’s latter-day defenders fare no better. 


29  Wolterstorff (1993). 
30 ~_—- Visser & Williams (2009), p. 78. 


CHAPTER 10 


Anselm’s Other Arguments 


I suggested in §8.7 that Anselm's reading Gaunilo’s On Behalf of the Fool alerted 
him to the need to justify his key premise, asserted in P3, that whatever is other 
than God can be thought not to exist. While many commentators have taken 
the Lost Island parody as the most significant contribution to the assessment 
of the cogency of Anselm's argument, Anselm himself was quite right to see 
that this premise not only enabled him to conclude that God exists, but it also 
forestalled any Gaunilo style counter-examples. However, for those very rea- 
sons, he needed to justify this key premise. Shore up that premise, and he has 
ensured that all his conclusions about something-than-which-a-greater-can- 
not-be-thought are true only of God, and the Lost Island disproof is refuted. 
Justifying that premise was one of his main objectives in writing his Reply. 

But as he explored the reasons why that premise is true he also found new 
ways to re-state aspects of his central Argument with which Gaunilo had found 
fault. David Smith’s recent book, Anselm’s Other Argument, is the most thor- 
ough examination of this additional argumentation. While in earlier chapters 
I have disagreed with some details of his exposition, I have learnt much from 
his thorough investigation of the Reply. 

To clear the ground, Smith begins by investigating the alleged “second inde- 
pendent modal argument” which Malcolm and Hartshorne tried to extract from 
the first half of P3. He concludes that there is no independent argument for the 
existence of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, modal or 
otherwise, in Proslogion 3, however implicit. The whole argument builds upon 
and presupposes the findings in P2.! Our investigations in Chapters 6 and 7 
confirm that conclusion. Smith then examines the various restatements in the 
Reply. In this chapter, I will review Smith’s major findings. 


10.1 The First Leg of the Dilemma in Reply1 

Both Malcolm and Hartshorne have claimed that a Modal Ontological 
Argument can also be found in Anselm’s Reply to Gaunilo. Smith accordingly 
investigates, in chapter 5 of his Anselm's Other Argument, whether that is so. He 


identifies three passages which seem promising. We will examine them in turn. 


1 Smith (2014), 107. 
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The first such passage occurs in Ri, where, in order to respond to Gaunilo’s 
doubts about the cogency of his argument, Anselm takes a step back. He as- 
serts that even someone who denies or doubts whether there is something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought would at least agree to the following 
hypothetical: fsuch a thing were to exist, then neither in in actuality nor in the 
understanding could it be non-existent.? The second premise is even more ac- 
commodating. It supposes that this something does not exist, despite its being 
thought of. Having made all those concessions to the doubter, Anselm never- 
theless argues that something with this nature cannot not exist. He articulates 
the argument as follows: 


Nullus enim negans aut dubitans esse aliquid quo maius cogitari non pos- 
sit; negat vel dubitat quia si esset posset vel actu nec intellectu posset non 
esse. Alitur namque non esset; quo maius cogitari non posset. Sed quicquid 
cogitari potest, & non est; si esset posset vel actu vel intellectu non esse. 
Quare si vel cogitari potest; non potest non esse quo maius nequit. 


For no one denying or doubting that there is something than which a 
greater could not be thought denies or doubts that, if it were to exist, nei- 
ther in actuality nor in the understanding could it not exist. For otherwise 
it would not be something than which a greater could not be thought. But 
whatever can be thought and does not exist, if it were to exist, could be 
non-existent, either in actuality or in the understanding. For this reason, 
if it can even be thought, [something] than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought cannot not exist. 


This argument warrants analysis, since it starts from a hypothetical proposi- 
tion and derives a very strong conclusion: that the mere possibility of think- 
ing of this something entails that it cannot not exist. The argument has two 
premises: 


2 The difficulty of translating “posset non esse” into English arises here again, as it did in §6.3. 
Often in the Reply Anselm uses the verb “potest” in the subjunctive mood, but if that were 
translated word by word into English the meaning would be quite wrong. The most natu- 
ral reading of “x could not exist” is that the existence of x is impossible, whereas Anselm's 
Latin phrase means something quite different: “it would be possible for x not to exist”. Most 
translators avoid this problem by rendering this phrase as “is able not to exist’, with the 
verb in the indicative mood. However, as in §6.3, in order to respect the conditionality im- 
plicit in Anselm’s use of the subjunctive mood, I prefer to translate the phrase as “could be 
non-existent”. 
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(1) If something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists, nei- 
ther in actuality nor in the understanding could it be non-existent. 

(2) Whatever can be thought of but does not exist, if it could exist, 
could be non-existent either in actuality or in the understanding. 


He justifies the premise (1) by commenting, “For otherwise it would indeed 
not be something than which a greater cannot be thought”. The truth of this 
premise follows from his having shown in Stage One that it is not possible that 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought does not exist. So like- 
wise, it is not possible that it can not exist. Hence, it could not be non-existent. 

It is interesting that Anselm adds “either in actuality, or in the under- 
standing”. Smith comments on this that: 


What the reference to being able to exist ‘in reality’ expresses and relies 
on is, of course, Anselm’s distinctive account of a thing’s ‘ability’ not to 
exist in terms of the power of another entity to prevent its existence. And 
the reference to an ability not to exist ‘for the mind’ expresses and relies 
on Anselm’s view that only composite and temporal beings can be con- 
ceived not to exist. 


Those comments seem right to me. 

What of the second premise (2)? If something can be thought of, but as a 
matter of fact does not exist, then it is a fiction. Obviously, if it does not exist, 
it could be non-existent. Even if it were to exist, it would exist only contin- 
gently, because it would depend on other circumstances to bring it about that 
it does exist. So, whatever can be thought of, but does not exist, would still be 
contingent, even if, contrary to fact, it were to exist. Its existence would still be 
dependent on other circumstances. That is what Anselm means by “posset non 
esse”. So, the second premise (2) is also true. 

From those two premises, it follows that if something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought can be thought, it cannot not exist. To demonstrate this, as 
before, an assumption needs to be introduced which mirrors (1) but has as its 
subject a singular term “that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought”. Let us 
again call that thing “a”. So, the assumption is: 


(3) If a is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought and a ex- 
ists, then neither in actuality nor in the understanding could a be 


non-existent. 


3 Smith (2014), p. 8. 
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Since (2) is about whatever can be thought of, what (2) asserts of anything can 
be asserted of a. That yields: 


(4) If it is possible to think of a, but a does not exist, then a could be 
non-existent, even if a were to exist either in actuality or in the 
understanding. 


Let us suppose, in anticipation of Anselm's conclusion, that: 


(5) ais that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and it is possible 
to think of a. 


From (3) and the first conjunct of (5) it follows that: 
(6) Ifa exists, then a could not be non-existent. 
From (4) and the second conjunct of (5) it follows that: 


(7) If a does not exist, then a could be non-existent, even if a were to 
exist. 


The consequent of (7) — if a were to exist, it could be non-existent — is incon- 
sistent with (6). So, if (6) is true, the consequent in (7) is false. Therefore, it 
follows that the antecedent of (7) is also false. Therefore: 

(8) qexists. 
By conjoining the first conjunct of (5) and (8) it follows that: 

(9) ais that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and a exists. 
And from (3) and (9) it follows that: 


(10) acould not be non-existent. 


Now (10) has been deduced given the supposition (5). So, it follows by condi- 
tional proof that: 


(11) If a is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and a can be 
thought, then a could not be non-existent. 
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Since that conclusion (11) has been deduced dependent now only on (2) and 
(3), once we generalize (11), the resulting proposition (12) will have been validly 
deduced from (1) and (2). That is Anselm’s conclusion: 


12) Therefore, if it can even be thought, something-than-which-a- 
§ § 
greater-cannot-be-thought cannot not exist. 


That is the argument which Anselm actually proposes. It is valid. 

Now, since Smith’s interest is in investigating whether this argument should 
be considered as a version of a Modal Ontological Argument, he modifies it in 
a similar way to Malcolm and Hartshorne’s treatment of the Stage Two argu- 
ment. That is, he replaces “can be thought’, or “conceivable”, with “possible”.* 
Interpreted that way, the argument becomes: 


If G [= something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought] existed, it 
would not be possible for it not to exist. But whatever is possible and 
does not exist could, if it existed, possibly not exist. So, necessarily, if G is 
possible, G exists. 


This too is valid. As he says, this may seem strikingly similar to standard pre- 
sentations of the Modal Ontological Argument; indeed “we seem to have a ver- 
sion of what Hartshorne dubbed ‘Anselm’s Principle’. Smith, however, objects 
to this way of reconstructing Anselm’s argument, because “Anselm’s reasoning 
throughout the Reply (as elsewhere) is not any form of modal reasoning as that 
is nowadays understood”.> He argues that Anselm’s own general understand- 
ing of possibility and necessity on the one hand, and of conceivability on the 
other, are far removed from those enshrined in contemporary modal logic and 
the philosophy which is informed by it. I agree. 


10.2 Possibilities and Necessities 


In order to appreciate properly what is going on in this argument in Ru, and 
in Anselm’s other writings, it is necessary to note that what makes this argu- 
ment work is that the English words “possible”, “can’, “is able” are all expressed 
by the one Latin word “potest”. And it is also important to understand that 


“potest” is the etymological root for the word “potestas”, which means “power”. 


4 Smith (2014), p. 109. 
5 Smith (2014), p. 111. 
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So, for Anselm, being possible is often a matter of having some ability, and that 
involves some exercise of power. It is also worth noting that the English word 
“possible” comes from the same Latin verb, through the Latin word “possibilis’, 
which in turn is derived from “posse’, the infinitive form of the verb “potest”. So, 
Anselm’s usage is not as distant from modern English as might at first seem. 

Exploring Anselm’s use of these words, Smith calls attention to a sentence in 
Rs5, which I have quoted a number of times: 


What does not exist is able not to exist, and what is able not to exist can 
be thought not to exist. 


He remarks that modern readers are likely to read this simply as an application 
to the negative case of that most basic of modal principles: that “p” implies “it 
is possible that p’, ie., what is actual is logically possible. But to understand this 
R5 statement as simply articulating the implications between what today are 
called ‘logical possibilities’ is to ignore Anselm’s many careful discussions of 
necessities, abilities, and possibilities. In his chapter 3, Smith reviews how the 
medieval philosophers modified Aristotle’s account of necessity and possibili- 
ty, in order to accommodate the Christian understanding that everything other 
than God has been created by God’s exercising a free act of will, as a result of 
which they all exist contingently. While this does not preclude the existence 
of necessary beings, any necessity they manifest is derivative; the existence of 
such beings is not absolutely necessary. As Thomas Aquinas put it:® 


That God is said to have produced things in existence through will, not 
through necessity, does not take away the fact that He willed certain 
things to exist which exist of necessity and certain things which exist 
contingently. 


As for Anselm, in De Casu Diaboli [The Fall of the Devil] — one of the three 
student-teacher dialogues he wrote soon after finishing the Proslogion and the 
Reply — he includes a subtle and more extended discussion of the logic of abili- 
ties and necessity. And later, in his Cur Deus Homo | Why God became a Man] 
he developed those thoughts even more extensively. Since the word “possible” 
is equivalent to “not necessarily not’, let us begin with examining Anselm’s ma- 
ture views on necessity. 


6 Thomas Aquinas: Summa Contra Gentiles, c. 30. 
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Anselm first raises the question of how necessity is to be understood in 
Book 11, chapter 5 of the Cur Deus Homo. The previous chapter had concluded 
with Boso, Anselm’s interlocutor, saying: 


I understand now how it is necessary for God to complete what He began. 
Otherwise He would appear to fail in His undertaking, and this is not 
fitting. 


Chapter 5 begins with Boso observing that “If that is so, then it seems, as it 
were, that God is compelled, by the necessity of avoiding what is unseemly, 
to attend to the salvation of humanity”. The issue is crucial for any Christian 
theology. As Boso comments, 


What gratitude do we owe [God] for what He does for his own sake? 
And how will we ascribe our salvation to His grace if He saves us out of 
necessity? 


At this stage of the dialogue, Anselm chooses to respond by concentrating on 
the question about gratitude, sidestepping the larger question of whether as- 
cribing necessity to God is compatible with Divine grace, which is given freely. 
Instead, he works through two examples: keeping a promise to bestow a gift; 
and adhering to monastic vows. In neither case when someone willingly fulfils 
a promise, or a vow, can that person be said to be compelled by the promise. 
The necessity or obligation by which an honourable person keeps promises is 
what the 14th Century logicians called de dicto; it is necessary that if ] make a 
vow, I keep it, but neither my making the vow, nor my keeping it, thereby be- 
comes a necessary deed, a deed outside the freedom of my will. 

Anselm next takes up these issues in chapter 10, where he sorts out how 
Christ was both able to sin and unable to sin. The puzzle is resolved by the 
(somewhat overstated) maxim that “all ability depends upon willing”. For ex- 
ample, when I say, “I am able to speak” the proviso “if I so will’ is implicitly 
understood. So, we can say of Christ, “he was able to tell a lie” — provided “if he 
so willed” is understood. But he was not able to lie against his will, and nor able 
to will to lie, so he can equally well be said not to have been able to lie. 

The answers in these chapters of the Cur Deus Homo foreshadow how 
Anselm will later in that dialogue deal with the big question of whether the 
‘necessary reasons’ of his whole argument impose an unacceptable constraint 
on God. He eventually tackles that issue head-on in 11, 17, entitled: In God there 
is neither necessity nor impossibility. There is a necessity which compels and a 
necessity which does not compel. As noted at the beginning of this section, for 


332 CHAPTER 10 


Anselm it seems obvious that what is possible and what is necessary depend 
on what powers are being exercised, but he has to argue that there is a kind of 
necessity (and therefore, a kind of possibility) which does not involve power, 
ie, compulsion. 

Anselm has been consistently arguing that the only necessity which can be 
ascribed to God is the necessity of His doing whatever He wills to do; the will of 
God is never compelled to do anything. Everything God does is done because, 
and only because, He freely wills it. But Boso, towards the end of chapter 16, is 
still having trouble understanding these subtleties and replies that whatever 
the cause was, it is nevertheless true that [the Son of God] was not able to 
die and that it was necessary that he die. Anselm — perhaps with a touch of 
irritation — accuses Boso of grasping at straws and ‘looking for a knot on a bul- 
rush’, but he nevertheless launches into a long, carefully argued discussion of 
necessity. 

This discussion is very interesting for its logical acuteness. Quite rightly, 
Anselm runs together analyses of abilities and necessities, for he explicitly rec- 
ognises the equivalence of necessarily-not and not-able, and of able-not and 
not-necessary. Anselm begins his explanation by reiterating that it is improper 
to say that God cannot do something, or that He does it by necessity. He dis- 
tinguishes between ascribing some ability or necessity and the ground or cause 
of that ability or necessity. Repeating a point he had already worked out in 
De Casu Diaboli 12, he says that if we say, “this man is able to be overcome’, 
despite the form of these words, it is not the abilities of this man, but the abili- 
ties of someone else, which make the statement true. This man rather has an 
inability; his abilities are not strong enough to prevent someone else who has 
stronger abilities, and who, as a result of his greater power, is able to prevail 
over him. In presenting this analysis, Anselm is not contending that such im- 
proper ascriptions are untrue. He is rather, as Smith emphasizes, insisting that 
the truth of these improper statements is metaphysically grounded and needs 
to be traced back to the proper sources of the relevant powers. 

He then turns to denying that God does anything by necessity. His reason is 
fundamental, and marks how different his thinking on these topics is from the 
modern conceptions of possibility and necessity. 


For every necessity is either a compulsion or a prevention, and these two 
necessities are mutually exclusive, like necessity and impossibility. For 
whatever is compelled to be is prevented from not being, and what is 
compelled not to be is prevented from being, just as what is necessary to 
be is impossible not to be, and for what is necessary not to be is impos- 
sible to be, and conversely. 
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He then contrasts this sort of necessity with what it means to speak of neces- 
sity with respect to God: 


But when we say that something is or is not necessary in God, it is not 
to be understood that there is any necessity which compels or prevents; 
what is meant is that in every other thing there is a necessity prohibiting 
from doing, or compelling them not to do, what is contrary to what is said 
of God. For when we say that it is necessary that God always speaks the 
truth, and necessary that He never lie, nothing else is meant than that 
there is in Him such steadfastness | constantia] in maintaining the truth, 
that of necessity nothing could be able to make Him not speak the truth 
or lie. 


So, Anselm is treating the ascription of necessity, either positive or negative, to 
God as an improper use of words, just as it is often said improperly that “this 
man is able to be overcome’, when what is actually the case is that some other 
man has greater strength, and it is the latter’s abilities which make the state- 
ment true. 

He then moves on to clarify some basic but different distinctions. The first is 
an application of the familiar distinction between the modal status of a valid 
inference and the modal status of its conclusion. He illustrates this distinction 
with an example. Suppose someone says that it was necessary for something 
to happen, because it was prophesied, and that prophecy turned out to be true. 
Anselm responds that that amounts to saying: “It was necessary for this to hap- 
pen because it was going to happen”. “But”, he adds, “this sort of necessity does 
not compel something to be; rather, the being of the thing makes the necessity”. 

That analysis leads him to distinguish between what he calls ‘antecedent 
necessity [necessitas praecedens]’ which is the cause of a thing’s existence, and 
‘consequent necessity [necessitas sequens]’, which brings about nothing and is 
itself produced. It is a matter of antecedent and effectual necessity when we 
say, “The heavens revolve because it is necessary for them to revolve”. As he 
explains, the force of their natural state compels the heavens to revolve. But 
if I say, “You are necessarily speaking because you are speaking’, I only mean 
that nothing can make it true that you are not speaking, at the moment you are 
speaking. I am not meaning that something compels you to speak. 

Although it was not until the 14th century that the various distinctions 
which Anselm was working out were formally recognized and given their still- 
current names, he clearly recognized the relevant distinctions. What he called 
‘antecedent necessity’ came to be called a necessity de re — a thing is said to 
have some property necessarily — whereas ‘consequent necessity’ is ascribed 
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de dicto. In the latter case, it is the whole proposition which is said to be neces- 
sary, as in the case of the prophecy mentioned above. That distinction came 
alternatively to be described as between necessitas consequentis [the necessity 
of an implied consequent] and necessitas consequentiae [the necessity of an 
implication]. 

Anselm then applies the distinction he earlier drew between abilities which 
are properly ascribed to someone or something, and those which are improp- 
erly ascribed — ‘improperly’ because the relevant power belongs to someone or 
something else — to his point about de re necessities: that is, inevitabilities and 
inabilities. He says that every necessity — by which he means every antecedent 
necessity — is either a compulsion or a prevention. So, just as it is improper, but 
true, to say that some man is able to be overcome, so it is improper, but true, to 
say that God cannot do something, or that He does it of necessity. God is not 
subject to compulsion or prevention, although what today would be called the 
‘surface grammar’ of true sentences might mislead us into thinking that He is. 
Accordingly, he recognizes that his own argument for the necessity of God’s 
becoming man can likewise be seriously misleading if that is taken to mean 
that God did not act out of His own free will. 

But simply drawing these two distinctions does not get to the heart of the 
issue. For the distinction he is after is between “a necessity which precedes and 
is the cause of a thing’s being the case” and “a necessity which succeeds and is 
caused by the thing’s being the case”. Despite this somewhat awkward expres- 
sion, Anselm’s examples make clear what he means. When the heavens are 
said to revolve because it is necessary for them to revolve, he tells us, this is a 
necessity which precedes and efficiently causes. That is, there is some necessity 
which makes the heavens revolve. On the other hand, if you say that because 
I am speaking I am necessarily speaking, the necessity in this case does not 
cause anything. The necessity is simply that if I am speaking, I am speaking, 
and nothing can make it be the case that I am not, when I am. While what he 
calls ‘the force of their natural state’ causes the heavens to revolve, nothing is 
compelling me to speak, as I can demonstrate by keeping quiet! This latter is an 
example of the sort of necessity which has nothing to do with compulsion and 
prevention. And that is the only sort which can properly be ascribed to God. 

Anselm then uses these distinctions to argue that the sense in which we 
might ascribe necessity to Christ is in every case ‘consequent’ — that is, derived 
from a de dicto necessity — which is not the efficient cause of anything: 


It was by this consequent necessity, which brings about nothing, ... that 
it was necessary for things to happen as they did. By this necessity he was 
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made man; by this he did and suffered whatever he did and suffered; by 
this he willed whatever he willed.... But no necessity preceded his willing. 


But these necessities are no more than repeated applications of the truism that 
it is necessary that if p is true now, then it was the case that p would be true 
now. 

In this way, Anselm is able to sort out how the necessity of God’s willing 
whatever he wills to do is compatible with God’s not being subject to any com- 
pulsion. If you or I do something because we will to do it, the only necessity 
is the de dicto necessity that if we will it (and nothing intervenes to prevent 
us) it will happen. But since nothing can prevent God’s will, it follows that it is 
necessary that whatever he wills does happen. But there are no de re necessi- 
ties in that: 


And if you wish to know the true necessity of all the things he did and suf- 
fered, know that they all occurred of necessity simply because he willed 
them. However, no necessity preceded his willing. Therefore, if they oc- 
curred only because he willed them, then if he had not willed them they 
would not have occurred. 


In fact, for Anselm this is one of the major differences between God and His 
creatures. Everything in the heavens and the earth is subject to some kind of 
de re necessity. For example, in De Veritate he is quite explicit that when a fire 
heats, it is doing what it ought [facit quod debet]; its nature is to heat, since that 
is the end for which it was made. And the same applies to all creatures. But God 
is not subject to any such constraints; His nature and His will are one. 

Smith observes that nothing in the account above (which he also rehearses) 
contains any suggestion that Anselm saw the truth or acceptability of state- 
ments which predicate something necessarily of God as having anything to do 
with what is logically necessary.’ Nevertheless, he asserts that Jonathon Barnes 
goes too far when he suggests that for Anselm “God necessarily exists” does not 
entail “God exists”.8 Barnes is right to observe that “Nothing has the power to 
bring it about that God does not exist” does not entail “God exists”. But Smith 
counters that Anselm requires that there is always a power to ground such in- 
capacities or any lack of power. He continues:9 


7 Smith (2014), p. 76. 
8 Barnes (1972), p. 5. 
g Smith (2014), pp. 76-77. 
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The genuine necessity that is implied by the sentences that improper- 
ly attribute necessity to God is one that compels other things. And this 
compulsion must derive from something. What it derives from, of course, 
is God: specifically, from His “steadfastness” and power. But God must 
exist in order to possess such power. So according to Anselm the truth of 
the statement that God cannot not exist presupposes that God does actu- 
ally exist — with consummate power .... The full Anselmian construction 
of “God exists necessarily” is: “God exists with such absolute power that 
everything is prevented from making it the case that God does not exist”. 


Smith also points out that Anselm’s statement that “What does not exist is 
able not to exist” is equivalent to “What is not able not to exist does exist”, and 
we know that Anselm accepted the equivalence of “not possibly not p” and 
“necessarily p”. He concedes that there is, however, an element of truth in 
Barnes’ claim that an inference from necessary existence (or an inability not 
to exist) to actual existence is much more than a mere logical inference for 
Anselm. Rather, it is metaphysically grounded. 

In English, it would take some argument to show that there are conceptual 
linkages between possibility and power. But in Latin, it is obvious; to be pos- 
sible (potest) is have power (potestas). So, if we are speaking properly, what can 
be so has the power to be so; that is an ability, or a capacity. But it does sound 
odd to say that what does not exist has the power not to exist. That is why 
Anselm says that this premise, while true, is not expressed properly. 

Smith draws two very interesting implications from all this. One is that 
Anselm’s own statement, “What does not exist is able not to exist” turns out 
to be doubly improper. It treats as an ability what is in fact an imperfection: 
ontological weakness, as it were. And it ascribes that ‘ability’ to a non-existent. 
He proposes that when Anselm's statement is ‘tidied up’, it expresses a claim 
which is far from expressing any triviality of modern modal logic. It expresses 
the idea that if something is able not to exist (i-e., it is possible for it not to 
exist) that must be because something else does exist! That is because, accord- 
ing to Anselm’s account, if it follows from the fact that it does not exist that it 
‘can’ (albeit in an improper sense) not exist, something is required to possess a 
power so that this (improper) ascription of ability can be properly grounded.!° 
The modified Aristotelian tradition did construe abilities in terms of powers 
and capacities which require bearers. But Anselm goes beyond that tradition 
in extending it to things which do not exist. 


10 ~—- Smith (2014), p. 77. 
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There is some evidence that Anselm too found the expression “potest non 
esse [is able not to exist]” somewhat odd, for in his Reply he often transforms 
that verb from the indicative mood to the subjective, so that it becomes “possit 
non esse”. I suggest that he does so because he was aware that the use of the 
subjunctive mood implies the nuance of conditionality. To say that x can do 
something is to ascribe an ability or capacity to it, but to say that x could do 
something, not only ascribes some ability or capacity to it, but also alludes to 
there being circumstances which need to be fulfilled for that ability or capacity 
to be exercised. In the case of something coming into existence, or ceasing to 
exist, that is highly appropriate, for such happenings most often depend upon 
external circumstances. 

It is quite striking that in the arguments in the Reply Anselm deploys his 
formula with the verb in the subjunctive mood. He had introduced that for- 
mula as “something than which nothing greater could [possit] be thought’, 
but thereafter in the Proslogion he deploys his formula with the verb in the 
indicative mood. But in the Reply, he frequently (although not always) re- 
verts to using his formula with the verb in the subjunctive mood. I can only 
speculate why he does this. Perhaps he chose the subjunctive form because he 
was responding to Gaunilo’s criticisms and chose to use the stronger form of 
words; we have seen that in Stage Two he infers from its not being possible that 
this something can be thought not to exist that it could not be thought not to 
exist. So, perhaps he wants Gaunilo to recognize that his arguments all involve 
something than which it is not possible that a greater can be thought. If that 
is right, it is unfortunate that most translators (e.g. Jasper Hopkins, Ian Logan 
and Matthew Walz) do not replicate Anselm’s use of the subjunctive mood in 
their translations of the Reply. 

The other interesting implication Smith draws is that this extension pre- 
vents Anselm from regarding anything other than God as a “necessary being”. 
Smith writes: 


Recall Anselm's discussion of things that do not yet exist, but that will. 
They are “able” to exist because and only because they are of such a na- 
ture that something else has the power to bring them into existence. And 
they are “able” not to exist because and only because they are of such a 
nature that something else has the power to prevent them from existing. 
But for Anselm it is true of anything other than God that at some point it 
did not exist, because of Creation. Every created (indeed every creatable) 


11 Smith (2014), pp. 77-78. 
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thing therefore has a nature that marks it as something that is “able” not 
to exist. 


This does indeed seem right, although, as noted above, Anselm does not regard 
statements which ascribe abilities and necessities improperly as false. And it 
now becomes clear just how wrong were Malcolm and Hartshorne in believ- 
ing that they could extract from Anselm’s Stage Two argument that God is a 
logically necessary being. In §7.3, I referred briefly to Desmond Henry’s obser- 
vation that, according to the Boethian cosmology, the world contains many 
necessary beings, and therefore it would not be good enough for Anselm to 
argue that God is a necessary being. As Henry points out:!” 


The heavenly bodies provide Boethius with a set of standard examples of 
necessary beings. Hence to prove that God was a necessary being, or that 
God necessarily existed, would scarcely be a way of exalting God above 
his creation. Indeed, a creationist metaphysics with this sort of cosmo- 
logical background tends (in the cases of both Anselm and Aquinas) to 
make God’s aseity [his being ‘from himself’ ], rather than his necessity, the 
mark of his ontological supremacy. 


For Anselm, the regularity of the (apparent) revolutions is an antecedent ne- 
cessity; it follows from the natures which God gave them when He created 
them. We have now seen that Anselm has grounds for its being quite improper 
to describe God as a necessary being, although that is not inconsistent with 
his regarding it as necessarily true that God exists. But that necessary truth is a 
‘consequent’ necessity; it says nothing about the divine powers. 


10.3 The Second Leg of the Dilemma in Reply 1 


In Ri, having concluded that it is necessary that something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought exists, if it can be thought, Anselm launches into a 
second argument, this time built on assuming that it does not exist, even if it 
can be thought. Smith finds this second argument ‘somewhat puzzling’! Since 
Anselm has already provided a sound argument for the existence of this some- 
thing, Smith wonders, “Why does he then suppose that his conclusion is false, 
and launch into another stretch of argument?” He confesses that he can only 


12 Henry (1960), p. 103. 
13. Smith (2014), p. ug. 
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think that Anselm was so taken by the reductio ad absurdum mode of arguing 
that he had recourse to it even when strictly it is unnecessary. 

This puzzle is easily solved; this second argument is not redundant. Rather, 
Smith has not noticed that these two arguments are two distinct legs of a sin- 
gle, larger argument. Recall, the first argument began with the premise: 


(1) If something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists, nei- 
ther in actuality nor in the understanding could it be non-existent. 


From the hypothesis expressed by that premise Anselm has deduced that if 
this something can be thought of, it cannot not exist, and therefore it exists. 
So now, he proposes to construct another argument beginning with the op- 
posite hypothesis: that this something does not exist. That is, since he is set 
upon nailing Gaunilo’s doubts as totally unwarranted, he is constructing an 
argument in the classic form of a constructive dilemma. According to the Law 
of Excluded Middle, either this something exists, or it does not. He has just 
proved the first leg of the dilemma: if this something exists, then, if it can be 
thought of, it cannot not exist. The other leg of the dilemma starts out from the 
opposite assumption: if this something does not exist .... He will now show that 
this second leg of the dilemma also entails that it exists; that same conclusion 
therefore follows from both of these opposed assumptions. By constructing 
this dilemma, Anselm is leaving Gaunilo without a leg to stand on. 

The second leg of this constructive dilemma goes as follows. Anselm says, 
“Let us assume” that: 


(13) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought does not 
exist, even if it can be thought. 

(14) Whatever can be thought of, and does not exist, would not be some- 
thing than which a greater could not be thought, even if it were to 
exist. 


This second premise is effectively a repetition of the step in the Stage One 
argument where he infers that even if that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is only in the understanding, it can nevertheless be thought to be in 
reality, which is greater. We saw in §5.1 why it would be greater: although this 
thing is only in the understanding, if it were to be in reality, it would have all the 
same properties as it has in the understanding, plus an extra property which it 
is good to have, namely, being in reality. Since it can be thought to be in reality, 
if that thought were true, it would have been thought to be greater than this 
same thing if it were only in the understanding. In the latter case, where it 
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lacks this extra property, it would not be something than which a greater could 
not be thought. So, given that that step in P2 is plausible, (14) is plausible. 

This second premise effectively repeats the justification he offers for the first 
premise of the previous argument in R1. Anselm argued there that if something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists, it could not not exist, because 
otherwise it would then not be something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought. As we noted in §10.1 above, he can argue that, if this something could 
be non-existent, then it could be thought not to exist, and that cannot be true 
of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 

The proposition which justifies that Ri premise is: If something-than-which- 
a-greater-could-not-be-thought could be non-existent, it would not be some- 
thing-than-which-a-greater-could-not-be-thought. Here, in this second leg of 
the argument, he modifies and generalises the condition in that proposition 
to ‘If whatever can be thought and does not exist’ so that the premise becomes 
(14). The fact that the premise (14) of the second leg of the argument is a gener- 
alization of the proposition which justifies a premise in the first leg, however, 
does not make the second argument dependent upon the first, as Smith alleges. 

From (13) and (14) Anselm infers that: 


(15) If therefore [something]-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
were to exist, it would not be [something]-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought. 


But, Anselm says, (15) is absurd. So, he concludes: 


(16) Therefore, it is false that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought does not exist, if it even can be thought. 


And he adds, for good measure, “And all the more so, if it can be understood 
and is in the understanding”. This analysis shows that Anselm has not present- 
ed two arguments in Ri; rather, it is a single argument with two legs. Taking the 
form of a constructive dilemma, Anselm has implicitly posited the following 
premise: 


(17) Either something-than-which-a-greater-could-not-be-thought ex- 
ists, or it does not. 


The first leg assumes that the first disjunct is true, and infers that, if that some- 
thing can be thought, it cannot not exist. The second leg assumes that the 
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second disjunct is true, and infers that, if it can be thought, it is false that it 
does not exist. So, either way, it follows that: 


(18) If something-than-which-a-greater-could-not-be-thought can be 
thought, it exists. 


Since this conclusion follows from an instance of the Law of Excluded Middle, 
there is no alternative but to conclude that it exists. And since the first leg 
showed at line (12) that if it exists, it cannot not exist, it follows from (12) and 
(18) that: 


(1g) If something-than-which-a-greater-could-not-be-thought can be 
thought, necessarily, it exists. 


I suspect that Smith’s puzzle about this second leg of the dilemma stems from 
his interpreting this second leg of the argument as simply a reformulation of 
the first leg, and consequently continuous with and dependent upon, it. But 
that interpretation overlooks the fact that the argumentation proceeds on the 
basis of mutually exclusive assumptions. For that reason, the second argument 
cannot be continuous with the first. Rather, it complements the first, by pro- 
ceeding from a contrary assumption. 

Smith points out that Brian Leftow'* has devoted considerable attention to 
this passage, which Leftow dubs “Anselm's neglected argument’, because he 
understands it as an independent argument for the existence of something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. Smith objects to that assessment, 
saying: 


As we have seen, it is not. It is dependent on the argument of which it is a 
continuation; indeed, it is but a (somewhat otiose) reformulation of that 
very argument. 


Smith is certainly right in saying that this is not an entirely independent argu- 
ment; as the exposition above shows, its second premise is a variant of the 
justification Anselm offers for premise (1). But Smith is not right in saying that 
this premise (15) depends on the argument we reviewed in §10.1, since the two 
legs of this dilemma are two different arguments, with different premises, and 


14 Leftow (2002). 
15 Smith (2014), p. 119. 


342 CHAPTER 10 


proceed from opposed hypotheses. For that reason, it is not ‘a somewhat otiose 
reformulation’ of that earlier argument, as Smith alleges. 

Given that (19) follows from both alternatives in (17), the conclusion (18), 
and its implication (19), are extremely strong conclusions, validly demonstrat- 
ed. Furthermore, since in Stage Three Anselm has established that God, and 
only God, is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, Anselm has 
established that if something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be 
thought, then it follows that God exists. That condition, that it be possible to 
think of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, is significantly 
weaker than the corresponding sub-conclusion in P2, that some specific thing- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the understanding. In this ver- 
sion of his argument, Anselm has got around the difficulty we encountered in 
Chapter 4, of establishing that sub-conclusion. It is enough that Anselm, and 
now the Fool — indeed, anyone — can think of such a thing. 

Does that outcome show that Anselm has invented a Modal Ontological 
Argument after all? I agree with Smith that it does not. The way Anselm un- 
derstands possibility and necessity which we reviewed in the previous section 
is fundamentally different from the modern ways of understanding logical 
possibilities and necessities. For him, possibilities are grounded in powers and 
abilities; they are ontological, not logical. He is not trying to argue that God’s 
mode of existence is somehow a logically necessary truth, which is just as well, 
as that is a very odd claim for anyone to make. Rather, he is implicitly claiming 
that His existence is unconditional and a se, from Himself — that is, from his 
own nature. 


10.4 The Argument in Reply 5 


Smith points out that there are two other passages in the Reply which are can- 
didates for being an implicit version of a Modal Ontological Argument. The 
second is in Reply 5. There Anselm writes: 


For if someone should say that [something]-than-which-a-greater-could- 
not-be-thought is not something in reality, or could be non-existent, or 
even could be thought not to exist, he can be easily refuted. For what 
does not exist is able not to exist, and what is able not to exist can be 
thought not to exist. But whatever can be thought not to exist, even if it 
exists, is not [something ]-than-which-a-greater-could-not-be-thought. If 
it does not exist, then even if it were to exist, it would not be [something]- 
than-which-a-greater-could-not-be-thought. But it cannot be said that, 
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if [something ]-than-which-a-greater-could-not-be-thought exists, it is 
not [something ]-than-which-a-greater-could-not-be-thought, or that if it 
were to exist, it would not be what could not be thought [to be] greater. 


Anselm presents this argument in order to refute someone who says that 
something-than-which-a-greater-could-not-be-thought is not something in re- 
ality, or is able not to exist, or even can be thought not to exist. Because Anselm 
is intent on refuting all three denials with one argument, he begins by showing 
how they are linked logically. That linkage gives him his first premise. It has 
two premises, both of which are conditional propositions: 


(20) What does not exist [quod non est] is able not to exist [potest non 
esse], and what is able not to exist can be thought not to exist [po- 
test cogitari non esse]. 


We noted in §10.2 that a modern reader is likely to read the first implication as 
an instance of the obvious truth that “if p, then it is possible that p”, with “not- 
p” substituted for “p”. And the second implication seems to say nothing more 
than “If it is possible that p, it is possible to think that p”. But those two trivial 
truths are not what Anselm is claiming. In this context, the verb “potest” means 
“js able” in the sense of “has the ability”. The sentence is not to be read in terms 
of logical possibility, but as making substantive claims embodying his many 
careful discussions of necessities, abilities, and possibilities. As we saw in §10.2 
above, to be possible (potest) is to have power (potestas). So, if we are speaking 
properly, if something does not exist, it is possible that it does not exist, but 
the ground of that possibility is either that something else had sufficient power 
to cause it to exist but did not exercise power; or that something else has de- 
stroyed it. And by the second implication he means that in either of those cir- 
cumstances the relevant powers allow and enable thinking to apprehend those 
abilities. What can be thought is determined by the powers of what is actual. 

Anselm then asserts as a premise what is effectively the same as the second 
premise of the second leg of the argument in Ri, namely (15): 


(21) Whatever can be thought not to exist, even if it exists, is not 
[something ]-than-which-a-greater-could-not-be-thought. 


The justification for this obviously goes back to the argument in Stage Two 
of the Proslogion, where he had shown that something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought could not be thought not to exist. (21) is about whatever can 
be thought not to exist. 
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Now, the premise (20) implies that: 
(22) What does not exist can be thought not to exist. 
He then deduces from (21) and (22) that: 


(23) Whatever does not exist would not be [something]-than-which-a- 
greater-could-not-be-thought, even if it were to exist. 


Given (23), Anselm concludes: 


(24) It cannot be said that, if [something]-than-which-a-greater-could- 
not-be-thought exists, it is not [something]-than-which-a-greater- 
could-not-be-thought, or that, if it were to exist, it would not be 
what could not be thought [to be] greater. 


From (24) it follows that one thing which can be said is: “Something-than- 
which-a-greater-could-not-be-thought exists”. Furthermore, if someone says 
that it does not exist, or that it is able not to exist, or that it can be thought not 
to exist, then if it were to exist, then it would be something than which a great- 
er can be thought, and so it cannot be something-than-which-a-greater-could- 
not-be-thought. Anselm has indeed refuted what such a person might say. 

Smith rightly points out that the same comments can be made about this 
argument as about the earlier one in Reply 1. “The same non-logical principles 
are at work in both arguments”!6 That being so, it is not a Modal Ontological 
Argument, which was what Smith set out to establish. 


10.5 The Argument in Reply 9 


The other relevant passage is in Reply g. This is the argument which I adapted 
in Chapter 6 to show how Anselm derives the first premise of Stage Two from 
the conclusion of Stage One. Here we will see how he lays out the original. 

As I pointed out in §6.3, throughout this argument Anselm uses his formula 
“than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought” without attaching it to any noun. 
That poses a problem of translation. I decided there to use the expression 
“(what is such that]-a-greater cannot be thought’, and I will do same here. 


16 = Smith (2014), p. 120. 
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In Rg, Anselm does not develop this argument in order to justify his Stage 
Two argument in the Proslogion; he has a different purpose here. In typical 
fashion, he clearly states at the beginning of Rg why, having already proved 
that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought must exist, he devel- 
ops yet another argument which sounds similar. He begins by declaring that 
even if it were true that that thing [éllud quo] than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought cannot be thought or understood, the phrase which describes it 
can nevertheless be thought and understood. He obviously is responding to 
Gaunilo’s objection that even if someone is thinking of something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought, it does not follow that that person is thinking of 
that thing [ilud quo] than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. We too have 
encountered that very problem in Anselm’s transition from the first phase of 
P2 to the second. It is good to see that here, in Rg, Anselm at last confronts that 
very issue. 

He then points out that nothing prohibits the word “ineffable” from being 
said, although that thing [éllud quo] which is called ‘ineffable’ cannot be spo- 
ken of. And the same goes for “unthinkable”. So, given those analogies, he ar- 
gues that: 


When [the phrase] “than which a greater cannot be thought” is spoken, 
what is heard can undoubtedly be thought and understood, even if that 
thing [res illa] than which a greater cannot be thought, cannot be thought 
or understood. 


The whole of Rg is designed to address that issue, and to show that even if 
Gaunilo is right about the difficulty of conceiving that thing [res illa] than 
which a greater cannot be thought, he still cannot say or think that it does not 
exist. That that is his objective is clear from what Anselm says next: 


Even if someone is so foolish as to say that something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought does not exist, still he would not be so shame- 
less as to say that he could not understand or think what he said. 


After backing that with some argumentation to the effect that those who deny 
this must at least understand what they are saying, he continues: 


However, it is clear that what cannot not exist can similarly be thought 
and understood. Truly, he who is thinking of this is thinking of something 
greater than he who is thinking of what is able not be exist. Therefore, 
while [what is such that] a greater cannot be thought is thought of, if 
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what is able not to exist is thought of, then [what is such that] a great- 
er cannot be thought is not thought of. But the same thing cannot be 
thought and not thought at the same time. Therefore, he who is think- 
ing of [what is such that]-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is thinking not of 
what is able, but rather of what is not able, not to exist. Therefore, it is 
necessary that what he is thinking of exists, because whatever is able not 
to exist, is not what he is thinking of. 


As David Smith correctly observes, Anselm in this passage is reformulat- 
ing his argument to accommodate Gaunilo’s objection to Anselm's claim in 
P2 that anything-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is at least in the 
understanding.!” 

This passage is not the clearest Anselm has written, so let us again work 
through this argument as Anselm presents it in Rg. The first sentence in the 
passage quoted above recalls the constructive dilemma he had laid out in Ri. 
He had proved twice over — both from supposing that something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists, and from supposing that it does not — that: 


If something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be thought, it 
cannot not exist. 


But that is not exactly the conclusion he invokes here. Rather, he generalizes 
it to obtain a proposition which is about whatever cannot not exist [quod non 
potest non esse]. Having pointed out that anyone who denies that something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists, must at least think and under- 


stand what he says, he then simply asserts: 


A:  Palem autem est quia similiter potest cogitari & intelligi quod non po- 
test non esse. 


Indeed, it is clear that what cannot not exist can similarly be thought and 
understood. 


What is clear from this statement is that the first premise of his Rg argument is: 


(25) What cannot not exist can be thought of and understood. 


17 Smith (2014), p. 122. 
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In the next sentence, Anselm asserts the second premise of this argument. This 
sentence is rather cryptic because the verb “thinks” appears in it three times 
without any explicit subject. A translator has to fill in what seems to be miss- 
ing. The sentence is: 


B: Maius vero cogitat qui hoc cogitat; quam qui cogitat quod non potest 
non esse. 


Truly, [anyone who] is thinking of this [i.e., of what cannot not exist] is 
thinking of [something] greater than [someone who] is thinking of what 
could be non-existent.!® 


If the missing subjects have been appropriately supplied, his second premise 
is: 


(26) Anyone who is thinking of what cannot not exist is thinking of 
something greater than someone who is thinking of what could be 
non-existent. 


While he asserts that premise here as if it is self-evident, something very like 
can be justified by his argumentation in Stage One. It is not difficult to show 
that. In our reconstruction of Anselm's Stage One argument in §5.2, it was es- 
tablished at line (33) that: 


(27) bis greater than a. 
The deduction of (28) is dependent upon: 


— The premise: To be in reality is good; 

— The supposition: a is not in reality; 

— The supposition: 6 is essentially identical to a, modulo the properties in D, 
and 6 is in reality; 

— and the two definitions: of ‘Greater Than’ and Essential Identity. 


18 As I pointed out in §6.3 and §10.1, Anselm's Latin phrase poses a problem for anyone 
translating these passages into English, or commenting on them in that language. To 
translate “quod possit non esse” as “what could not exist’, suggests that Anselm is referring 
to what is necessarily non-existent, whereas his Latin phrase means what is possibly non- 
existent. So, in order to retain his use of the subjunctive, I will continue to translate his 
phrase as “what could be non-existent”. 
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In the course of reconstructing Anselm’s Stage One argument, in §5.2, both of 
those suppositions were discharged. We can do the same here, by using condi- 
tional proof in two steps. Thus, it follows from (27) that: 


(28) If 5 is essentially identical to a, modulo the properties in D, and b is 
in reality, then 5 is greater than a. 

(29) If bis essentially identical to a, modulo the properties in D, and 6 is 
in reality, and a is not in reality, then 6 is greater than a. 


Since we have discharged the two suppositions, this proposition (29) depends 
only on the two definitions and the premise that to be in reality is good, none 
of which mention either a or b. Therefore, it is legitimate to universalize (29). 
That yields: 


(30) What is in reality is greater than what is essentially the same but is 
not in reality. 


Now in §6.2 we saw that Anselm operates with the logical principle: 
(31) What is in reality, exists. 
From that principle and (30), it follows that: 


(32) What exists is greater than what is essentially the same but does not 
exist. 


Now, it is a standard rule of modal logic that “it is necessary that p” implies 
“p’. So, if we were to assume that some arbitrary thing necessarily exists, 
it would follow according to this rule that it exists. That result too may be 


universalized: 


(33) What necessarily exists [i.e., what cannot not exist (quod non potest 
non esse) |, exists. 


So, from (32) and (33) it follows that: 


(34) What necessarily exists [i.e., what cannot not exist] is greater than 
what does not exist. 
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That inference brings us halfway towards Anselm's second premise in Rg. 
The next step involves a principle which Anselm enunciates in Reply 5. It 
plays a significant role in quite a number of his inferences, including this one. 
It is: 


(35) What does not exist is able not to exist, and what is able not to exist 
can be thought not to exist. 


Since (35) asserts that certain implications are sound, Anselm is obviously pro- 
posing it as a logical truth. Applying the first of those two implications, it fol- 
lows from (34) and the first implication in (35) that what cannot not exist is not 
only greater than what does not exist, but it is also greater than what is able not 
to exist. That justifies the next step in this argument: 


(36) What cannot not exist is greater than what is essentially the same 
but is able not to exist. 


The deduction of (36) from (27) involves the phrase “what is essentially the 
same”. That phrase, of course, derives from our adoption of the definition of 
Essential Identity, which was not available to Anselm. He expresses (36) as: 


What cannot not exist is greater than what is able not to exist. 


The scope of that proposition is wider than that is (36), so Anselm’s way of 
expressing (36) is open to the criticism that it is an unjustified generalization. 
But Anselm deploys it in his argument in Rg to analyse what someone who is 
thinking of [what is such that]-a-greater-cannot-be-thought could be thinking 
of. His use of that generalization would be invalid were he to deploy it to com- 
pare something which exists with some quite different thing which does not 
exist. But he doesn't; his use of this generalization remains within the scope of 
(36). So, we may proceed. 

In the sentence B above, which expresses Anselm's second premise in Rg, 
the comparison in (36) is transposed into a comparison between two acts of 
thinking. To take this final step towards justifying his second premise, let us 
suppose the following: 


(37) Someone is thinking of what cannot not exist, and someone else is 
thinking of what is essentially the same but is able not to exist. 
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From (36) and (37) it follows that: 


(38) Someone who is thinking of what cannot not exist is thinking of 
something greater than what is being thought by someone who is 
thinking of what is essentially the same but is able not to exist. 


Now, these people could be anyone. So, generalizing: 


(39) Anyone who is thinking of what cannot not exist is thinking of 
something greater than what is being thought by someone who is 
thinking of what is essentially the same but is able not to exist. 


That justifies Anselm’s second premise: 


He who is thinking of what cannot not exist is thinking of something 
greater than what he who is thinking of what is able not to exist is think- 
ing of. 


To render the reasoning which follows fully transparent, note that (39) is 
equivalent to: 


(40) He who is thinking of what is unable not to exist is thinking of some- 
thing greater than what he who is thinking of what is essentially the 
same but is able not to exist is thinking of. 


It was shown in §6.3 that this premise is justified by this self-contained frag- 
ment of his argument in P2. So, having justified the two premises of this argu- 
ment, we can retrace how it unfolds, as we have already done in §6.3. 

With (40), Anselm in Rg then rephrases what this person is thinking of by 
introducing his own formula: “... than which a greater cannot be thought”. But, 
as I pointed out in §6.3, in what follows Anselm uses the phrase “than which 
a greater cannot be thought” without attaching it to a noun. I suggested there 
that the most likely he intends what he is written to be referring to what is 
[such that] a greater than which cannot be thought. So, I will proceed here 
with that suggestion. 

Having stated his two premises, Anselm then writes: 


While [what is such that]-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is being thought 
of, if what could be non- existent is being thought of, then [what is such 
that]-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is not being thought of. 
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This also is rather cryptic. Clearly Anselm is developing an argument, which 
we will try to unravel. It seems that he is supposing that: 


(41) Someone is thinking of [what is such that]-a-greater-could not- 
be-thought but is [mistakenly] thinking that it is what could be 
not-existent. 


Anselm introduces this supposition in order to show that what this person is 
thinking about [what is such that]-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is impossibly 
confused. But, as in §6.3, let us spell out the implications of the case described 
in (41). The most obvious implication is: 


(42) Someone is thinking of [what is such that]-a-greater-could 
not-be-thought. 


Since Anselm’s Latin sentence, quoted above, is written in the passive voice, let 
us rewrite (42) equivalently as: 


(43) [Whatis such that]-a-greater-could not-be-thought is being thought 
of by someone. 


There is, however, a second implication in (41), namely: 


(44) This person is thinking that [what is such that]-a-greater-could not- 
be-thought could be non-existent. 


From (40) and (44) it follows that: 

(45) He who is thinking that [what is such that]-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought could be non-existent is thinking of something which 
is not as great as what is essentially the same but is unable not 
to exist. 


Therefore, 


(46) This person is not thinking of [what is such that]-a-greater 
cannot-be-thought. 
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Anselm expresses this reasoning in the passive, so let us do the same. (46) is 
equivalent to: 


(47) [What is such that]-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is not being 
thought of. 


But (43) says [what is such that]-a-greater-could not-be-thought is being 
thought of by this person. So, it follows from (43) and (47) that: 


(48) [What is such that]-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is 
being thought of, and it is not being thought of. 


Since the contradictory proposition (48) has been deduced from (41), it follows 
by conditional proof that: 


(49) Ifsomeone is thinking of [what is such that]-a-greater-could not-be- 
thought but is thinking that it is what could be non-existent, then 
[what is such that]-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is being thought 
of, and not being thought, by this person at the same time. 


Having deduced (49), Anselm then invokes what he takes to be a logical truth, 
namely: 


(50) The same thing cannot be thought of and not thought of at the 
same time. 


By modus tollens, it follows from (49) and (50) that, as Anselm himself writes: 


(51) Therefore, he who is thinking of [what is such that]-a-greater-can- 
not-be-thought is not thinking of what could be non-existent but is 
thinking of what could not be non-existent. 


Having deduced (51), Anselm draws the following conclusion: 


(52) It is necessary that what he is thinking of exists, because whatever 
can be non-existent, is not what he is thinking of. 


That conclusion suited his purpose here, which was to show that even if 
Gaunilo is right about the difficulty of conceiving that thing [res illa] than 
which a greater cannot be thought, he still cannot say or think that it does not 
exist, as we saw above. 
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Commenting on this argument, David Smith explains what he takes Anselm 
to be arguing. He writes:!9 


When we conceive of G [= something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought], Anselm claims, we are conceiving something that is unable not 
to exist. If this is not to be grossly question-begging in the context of an 
argument for the existence of G, what he means is not that G actually is 
such that it is unable not to exist, but that being unable not to exist per- 
tains to G qua intentional object, or to G’s nature. 


It is not clear to me how Smith intends this qualification to be interpreted, for 
he continues: 


But, as we know from the sentence in Reply 5 to which we have paid so 
much attention, whatever does not exist is able not to exist (in precisely 
the foregoing sense). So, G exists. 


Let me re-express Smith’s inference in the terminology I have been using. We 
saw in §6.3, how Anselm’s derives (52) from the logical truth that: 


(53) It is not possible that what could be non-existent could not be 
non-existent. 


Therefore, from (51) and (53), it follows that: 

(54) He who is thinking of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought cannot be thinking of what could be non-existent but must 
be thinking of what could not be non-existent. 

That is equivalent to the positive claim Anselm makes in (51). And what follows 
from proposition (51) is the conclusion Anselm asserts at (52). But it seems that 
Smith is understanding that what follows from (51) is: 

(54) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists. 

Given his earlier remark about this not being “grossly question-begging in the 


context of an argument for the existence of G’, Smith clearly means that con- 
clusion to be understood as qualified in the same way. 


1g Smith (2014), p. 122. 
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But how are we to understand (54) if it has to be qualified in that way? Since 
the argument has been about thinking of [what is such that]-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought, Smith interprets Anselm to be claiming to have shown that (54) is 
true, but in some qualified sense. But if so, what precisely does (54) mean? If 
(54) has to be qualified, as Smith implies, that simply tells us that (54) is some- 
how misleading. This all needs clarifying. 

Well, it seems to me that when Anselm asserts the conclusion (52), he is not 
understanding it as entailing (54). As I argued in §6.3, if he were, his reason- 
ing would indeed be fallacious. If I am thinking of Pegasus, I am thinking of a 
winged horse, but it does not follow that some horse has wings — at least, not 
unless I add “in Greek mythology”. The problem is not that inferring (54) from 
(52) is ‘grossly question-begging’; it is fallacious. 

However, there is no need to find all this so confusing. Let us return to (51) to 
see what validly follows from it. If it is not possible that this person is thinking 
of what could be non-existent, it follows that he must be thinking of what could 
not be non-existent. That is equivalent to: 


(55) Itis necessary that [what is such that]-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
could not be thought not to exist. 


And that, I submit, is what Anselm meant when he wrote (52); this person 
must be thinking that [what is such that]-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists, 
because he cannot be thinking of something which could be non-existent. The 
trouble with (54) is the it omits these references to thinking. 

Anselm’s conclusion (52) is exactly the right one to counter Gaunilo’s sug- 
gestion that it is not possible to think of what is such that a greater cannot be 
thought. On the contrary, Anselm has shown by this argument that anyone 
who says that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought does not 
exist, if he is thinking coherently, can think of such a thing. So, not only is it 
possible to think of such a thing, but it is not possible to think of it as other 
than existing. But Anselm’s argument here shows that it necessarily follows 
that not only is this person thinking of such a thing, but also, it is not pos- 
sible to think that such a thing does not exist. That is, necessarily it cannot be 
thought otherwise than as existing; that it exists is integral to thinking of it. I 
take it that that is what Smith means by being unable not to exist “pertains to it 
qua intentional object”. By insisting on this, Anselm is not claiming that it actu- 
ally exists, but rather, is pointing out that it could not be thought not to exist. 

So, this argument is not designed to tell Gaunilo that something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists. It is designed to tell him that, even if that 
thing [res illa] than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought cannot be thought 
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or understood, if anyone is so foolish as to say that something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought does not exist, that person is a fool indeed. The 
very fact that he is thinking that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought does not exist entails that what he is thinking of could not be thought 
not to exist. The proposition (55), which Anselm has deduced here, is the in- 
terim conclusion of Stage Two, not the conclusion of Stage One. 

This whole argument clearly moves in the territory of Stage Two, not Stage 
One. So, Smith’s final comment on this argument is mistaken:?° 


One thing that is striking about this argument in Reply rx is that it, un- 
like all the other arguments for the existence of G [= something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought] that we have considered, entirely 
omits any reference to not being conceivably non-existent. There is, I 
think, only one explanation of this fact. It is that Anselm is accommodat- 
ing himself to Gaunilo’s contention, as Anselm himself puts it, although 
we can conceive something than which a greater cannot be thought (quo 
maius cogitari nequit), we cannot conceive that which is something than 
which a greater cannot be thought (illud quo maius cogitari nequit). 


I fully agree that Anselm presents this argument in order to accommodate 
Gaunilo’s contention that although we can conceive of something than which 
a greater cannot be thought, we cannot conceive of that which is something 
than which a greater cannot be thought. But Smith has unfortunately misun- 
derstood the import of the conclusion Anselm asserts, that is, (52). Far from 
Smith’s claim that this argument ‘entirely omits any reference to not being 
conceivably non-existent’, I submit that what this argument validly proves is 
precisely the interim conclusion of Stage Two! It is true that the phrase “cannot 
be thought not to exist” does not occur in the argument Anselm presented in 
Rg, but it is indisputable that (52) implies: 


(56) It is not possible that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought can be thought not to exist, because whatever is able not to 
exist is not what he is thinking of. 


So, now we have shown that (55) validly follows twice over, once in Stage Two, 
and again here. That it proved possible to adapt this argument to infer the 
premise of Stage Two, as we saw in Chapter 6, shows how significant this argu- 
ment is. 


20 Smith (2014), p. 122. 
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However, while this argument, as Anselm presents it, has best interpreted as 
proving (55), Smith has not made a logical mistake in deducing the conclusion 
(54). For having recapitulated Anselm's deduction of (51), he comments:?! 


But, as we know from the sentence in Reply 5 to which we have paid so 
much attention, whatever does not exist is able not to exist (in precisely 
the foregoing sense). 


We noted the Reply 5 sentence to which he refers in §10.4, at line (20). It says: 


What does not exist is able not to exist [potest non esse], and what is able 
not to exist can be thought not to exist [potest cogitari non esse]. 


The contrapositive of that is: 


(57) Whatever cannot be thought not to exist is unable not to exist, and 
what is unable not to exist, exists. 


Therefore, while it is fallacious to infer (54) directly from (52), (54) does follow 
from (55) once (57) is introduced as an extra step. Anselm did not take that 
extra step; (57) does not occur in Reply g. Nevertheless, Smith was not wrong to 
deduce that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists, which 
is what (54) says. With the addition of Anselm’s Reply 5 principle, it is possible 
to deduce (54), which is equivalent to the conclusion of Stage One, from (56), 
which is the interim conclusion of Stage Two. But, to be valid, that deduction 
does need the additional premise (57). 

It seems fitting to me that here, towards the end of his Reply to Gaunilo, 
Anselm has re-formulated his Stage Two Argument. He had already re- 
formulated his Stage One argument twice (or three times if one counts the 
two legs of the dilemma in Reply 1 separately). He does not need to prove yet 
again that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists, even if 
it is to rebut Gaunilo’s contention, which was about the inability to think of 
that specific thing [res illa] which is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought. Since the question at issue is whether this thing can be thought of, 
to show that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought cannot even 
be thought not to exist is the more apposite response. And by arguing for that 
conclusion, he has by-passed Gaunilo’s contention. 

It emerges from these arguments in the Reply that if it is possible that some- 
thing does not exist, even if it were to exist, it still could be thought not to exist. 


21 Smith (2014), p. 122. 
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And if something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists, it could not 
be thought not to exist. As Smith rightly points out, apart from God, “anything 
else — any conceivable anything else — could, on the other hand, be thought 
not to exist”.2? So, on the basis of these arguments in the Reply, given Anselm's 
claim that everything other than God can be thought not to exist, Anselm is 
entitled to infer all those consequences about God which we noted in §8.4 and 
the beginning of §8.5. 


10.6 Anselm’s Causal Argument 


We are now ready to review Smith’s major contribution, his identifying in the 
Reply what he calls ‘Anselm’s Other Argument’. The metaphysics implicit in the 
arguments we have considered in this chapter is more clearly manifest in this 
further argument. Smith acknowledges that Anselm would not have regarded 
this argument as independent of the arguments considered so far. “He would 
have held that this argument is sound if and only if the others are’.23 

The passage in which Smith locates this argument is also in R1. It is, in fact, 
the first substantive argument Anselm advances in his Reply to Gaunilo, so it 
probably the one he believes is most telling. Anselm writes: 


I say with certainty that if it [something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought] can even be thought to exist, it is necessary that it exists. 
For [something]-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can only 
be thought to exist without a beginning. But whatever can be thought 
to exist and does not exist, can be thought to exist with a beginning. 
Therefore, it is not [the case that something]-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought can be thought to exist and [yet] not exist. If there- 
fore it can be thought to exist, of necessity it exists. 


Since Anselm has argued at length that it is possible to think of this ‘some- 
thing’, it follows of necessity that it exists. 

Given all that Anselm has argued, Smith comments that the first premise is 
straightforward. For, anything which begins to exist at some time, there was a 
previous time when it did not exist. So, given Anselm’s views on what is great- 
er, anything which begins to exist can be thought not to exist and so is not 
something-than-which-a greater-cannot-be-thought. As Smith says, “Having a 
beginning indicates an ontological limitation of a sort which is incompatible 


22 Smith (2014), p. 123. 
23 Smith (2014), p. 125. 
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with being [such that a greater cannot be thought]”.+ That gives Anselm his 
first premise: 


(59) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can only be 
thought to exist without a beginning. 


The second premise says: 


(60) Whatever can be thought to exist and does not exist, can be thought 
to exist with a beginning. 


Smith comments that it is this second premise which is the controversial 
one. Yet Anselm does not attempt to justify it in this stretch of text. Sigbjorn 
Sonnesyn has, however, commented that: 


This would be the way in which this argument would have been received 
by Anselm's contemporaries, and it has strong historical roots. If some- 
thing does not exist now, but can exist in the future, then it must neces- 
sarily come into being in the future. 


Smith acknowledges that (60) would certainly be true if the only way that 
something which does not actually exist could have existed is by its coming 
into existence.*5 As he says, most people who deny God’s existence do not sup- 
pose that it makes much sense to suppose that God could possibly come into 
existence. If they allow any bare possibility at all to there being a God, it would 
be that they are thinking that such a being would either have always existed or 
would exist timelessly. 

However, as Smith points out, later in this text Anselm makes two claims 
which together do imply this premise (60). One is the notable claim in Rs, that: 


(61) What does not exist is able not to exist, and what is able not to exist 
can be thought not to exist. 


The other is in R3, where Anselm says, 
(62) If it [ie., something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought] 
could be thought not to exist, it could be thought to have a begin- 


ning and an end. 


24 Smith (2014), p. 126. 
25 Smith (2014), p. 126. 
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From these two claims, (61) and (62), it follows that: 


(63) If something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought does not 
exist, it can be thought to have a beginning [and an end]. 


But (59) says that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can 
only be thought to exist without a beginning. So, if it can be thought to exist, 
the antecedent of (63) must be false. Therefore, it follows of necessity that: 


(64) If something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be 
thought to exist, of necessity, it exists. 


Assessing this argument, Smith comments on (61) that doubtless it will meet 
with little opposition from contemporary readers, even though, as we have 
seen, for Anselm it is a metaphysically loaded thesis, and not just a theorem of 
modal logic. Smith cites the second claim, (62), with “something” as its subject, 
although in Anselm’s text the unnamed subject of the verb “posset [could] re- 
fers back to “something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought” in previous 
sentences. But perhaps that is not significant; Anselm seems to be claiming 
(62) as an instance of a more general proposition. Again, Smith remarks, none 
of Anselm's texts explicitly provide any justification for this proposition. 

It is a mark of Smith’s thoroughness that he searches out texts which might 
enable Anselm to justify (60), and thereby (64). There certainly are places 
where Anselm either explicitly says, or implies, that whatever has a begin- 
ning can be thought not to exist. But while having a beginning is a sufficient 
condition, in Anselm’s metaphysics, for being conceivably non-existent, what 
he seems to require is that it be a necessary condition. However, Smith finds 
claims which imply that Anselm believes that having a beginning is not a nec- 
essary condition for being conceivably non-existent. For two reasons. He says 
that what can be thought to have a beginning, even if it actually does not, can 
be thought not to exist at all. And at one point in R8 Anselm suggests that 
something which has neither a beginning nor an end, but is temporal, in that it 
passes from a past through the present into the future — whether or not some- 
thing of this kind exists in reality — is not something than which a greater can 
be thought, since something even better can be thought. Since it is fundamen- 
tal for Anselm that only something than which nothing greater can be thought 
cannot be thought not to exist, this everlasting being can be thought not to 
exist, even though it has no beginning (nor an end). And that is because, being 
temporal, it can be thought not to exist. 

Despite the fact that Smith has established that Anselm holds that some- 
thing without a beginning can nevertheless be thought not to exist, he pursues 
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his hunt for clarification further. For perhaps it can also be established that 
Anselm holds that if something can be thought to have a beginning, that is a 
necessary condition for its being possibly thought not to exist. And he surely 
does. Smith rehearses all that Anselm says in his ‘Conditions’ passages in the 
Reply, which we examined in §8.7. Anselm there argues that anything which 
is spatiotemporal, or composed of parts, or is extended in time or space, and 
does not exist always and everywhere in its entirety, can be thought not to 
exist. Those passages supported the crucial premise of the metaphysical argu- 
ment in Stage Three for the identification of something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought as God, namely, that whatever is other than God can be 
thought not to exist. But it also follows from these ‘Conditions’ passages that all 
of these conditions for being conceivably non-existent are temporal conditions. 

That is decisive. It is fundamental for Anselm that being conceivably non- 
existent is both a sufficient and necessary condition of being able to be thought 
to have a beginning. That is the proposition which in (59) is applied to some- 
thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. Since whatever does not exist 
can be thought not to exist — that is implied by proposition (61) — it follows that: 


(65) Whatever can be thought not to exist can be thought to have a 
beginning. 


It follows from (61) and (65) that: 
(66) Whatever does not exist can be thought to have a beginning. 
And from (66) it follows that (60) is true. That justifies the second premise: 


Whatever can be thought to exist and does not exist, can be thought to 
exist with a beginning. 


Anselm also has a variant of this argument, as Smith observes.” We saw above 
that in Reply 3 he claims that if something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought could be thought not to exist, it could be thought to have a beginning 
and an end. So, the argument we have just reviewed could be restated in terms 
of being thought to have an end, as well as being thought to have a beginning. 
In fact, in Proslogion 20 Anselm had argued that God surpasses even eternal 
things, because they too are temporal creatures which have been made, and 
without God “they cannot exist at all”. So, even if these eternal things exist for 


26 Smith (2014), pp. 131-32. 
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ever, they can still be thought to have an end. The reason why Anselm allows 
that some things (other than God) are eternal is that by his time, mainstream 
Christianity had adopted the Platonic view that people have immortal souls 
(in contrast to the Jewish Pharisaic view, adopted in the New Testament, and 
preserved in the Apostles’ and the Nicene Creeds, which declare belief in the 
resurrection of the body). 

Smith then proceeds to show that another, quite different basis for the 
premise (60) can also be extracted from Anselm’s writings. There are a number 
of passages where it is clear that Anselm holds that if anything is caused to 
exist, it begins to exist. This thesis, together with the claim that if a thing does 
not actually exist, then, if it were to exist, its existence would have a cause — or 
at least, such a non-existent thing could be thought as being caused to exist — 
entails the premise (60). 

In the Monologion, Anselm had contrasted the one being which is what it is 
“through itself [per se]” with every other being, In every other case, “from noth- 
ing becomes whatever it is through something other than itself” (M26). And in 
the Proslogion, having established that God is something than which a greater 
can be thought, and that God so truly exists that He cannot be thought not to 
exist, Anselm rhetorically asks in P5: 


What are You if not that which, the highest of all things, alone existing 
through itself | solum existens per se ipsum] made all things from nothing? 


As Desmond Henry?’ and David Smith?® both point out, it is this concept of ex- 
isting ‘through itself [per se]’, or ‘from itself [a se], which Anselm understands 
to be the fundamental attribute of the divine mode of being. It is the key con- 
cept in his later work Cur Deus Homo. For the argument under consideration, 
Smith says that the relevant implication is that aseity entails eternity. Anselm 
had already argued that out in detail in the Monologion, and clearly presup- 
poses it in the Proslogion. 

Now, of course, what is temporal is not eternal. Smith lays out a little argu- 
ment: What does not exist can be thought not to exist. Secondly, only what is 
temporal can be thought not to exist. From these two principles, it follows that 
if something does not exist it is temporal in nature; that is, it is not eternal. But 
if something is per se, it is eternal; that is to say, only eternal things are per se. 
Indeed, if something is not per se, necessarily it will be caused to exist, if it ex- 
ists at all, since nothing exists from nothing. But if something can be thought 


27 Henry (1971), p. 103. 
28 Smith (2014), pp. 132-33. 
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to be caused to exist, it can be thought to begin to exist, since for Anselm, the 
notion of being caused to exist involves that of beginning to exist. So, if some- 
thing does not exist it can be thought to have a beginning. 

We can now see that Smith has uncovered two ways in which Anselm could 
justify his crucial premise (60). But he notes that both face a fundamental 
drawback, at least from a modern point of view; they both make essential ap- 
peal to the notion of eternity, where this is understood in the traditional sense 
of being wholly outside time. As he says, many today reject the very intelligi- 
bility of timeless existence, and most of those who do not reject the notion 
altogether restrict its application to ‘abstract objects’, such as numbers and 
propositions. 

But Smith has made yet another discovery. He has found in Anselm's 
writing a justification for (60) which is entirely independent of the issue of 
timelessness.”° Unlike both the two previous arguments, it does not rely on 
the principle that whatever does not exist can be thought to have a begin- 
ning. Instead it relies on whatever does not exist is able not to exist. We saw 
in §8.2 that Anselm regards this principle as doubly improper, although true. 
As we also have seen, Anselm regards the truth of this principle as implying 
that something else possesses a power over the thing which ‘can’ not exist. Its 
‘ability’ not to exist must be explained by reference to something else which 
prevents it from existing — if only by not doing what is required for it to exist. 
But anything whose nature is such that it requires something else to do some- 
thing in order for it to exist, is not per se. If, however, something is not per se, it 
can be thought to be caused. So, it follows that whatever does not exist can be 
thought to be caused. 

Now the second of the previous arguments invoked the principle that what- 
ever is caused to exist begins to exist. If that is true, it follows that whatever can 
be thought to be caused can be thought to have a beginning. And from that, 
and the conclusion of the previous paragraph, it would follow that whatever 
does not exist can be thought to have a beginning. That would provide that 
needed justification for the premise (60). 

Having searched for ways to justify the crucial premise (60) and having con- 
structed three arguments out of Anselm's remarks, Smith then argues that two 
of them depend on a highly questionable premise: that being caused to exist 
implies having a beginning of existence. He discusses three serious problems 
with this premise. The first has to do with the relations amongst the ‘persons’ 
of the Trinity; the Son is ‘begotten’ of the Father; and the Holy Spirit ‘proceeds’ 
from the Father (and the Son, according to Western Catholics, but not accord- 
ing to the Eastern Orthodox). Those relations seem to be causal, but eternal, 


29 Smith (2014), p. 135. 
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and without a beginning. The second problem is that it was generally held, fol- 
lowing Aristotle, that certain natures, or essences, cause anything with that 
nature to have distinctive properties which are ‘proper’ to just that nature, and 
arise simultaneously with its coming to exist. The third problem has to do with 
the claims of various traditional writers. Smith cites Gregory Nazianzen, who 
said, “A cause is not always older than those things of which it is the cause: the 
sun [is not older] than light, for instance”. There is no need to rehearse here 
Smith's detailed discussion of these counter-examples, since he plausibly con- 
cludes that this premise (61) is not cogent. 

Despite that disappointing outcome, however, Smith declares that, “All is 
not lost”. He proposes not to take the last step in the third justification for the 
crucial premise — that which purported to infer having a beginning from being 
caused — and instead reformulates that premise substituting “a cause” for “a 
beginning”. With that change, the argument (60)—(66) is transformed into the 
following:3° 


(67) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought cannot be 
thought to exist except without a cause. 

(68) But whatever can be thought to exist and does not exist can be 
thought to be caused. 

(69) Therefore, | something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
cannot be thought to exist and yet not exist. 

(70) If, therefore, it can be thought to exist, of necessity it exists. 


Given Anselm’s background assumption, for which he strenuously argues in 
his Reply, that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be 
thought to exist, it follows that it exists. 

As Smith says, “This argument is, of course, one that Anselm did not offer. 
It is, however, implicit in Anselm’s reasoning”. That it is implicit is not just 
because it deals with the sort of causal and metaphysical issues which are at 
the centre of Anselm's concerns. Nor is it implicit in Anselm's reasoning just 
because the argument is both consistent with Anselm's views, and actually 
sustained by them. Smith’s strongest reason for saying that it is implicit in 
Anselm’s reasoning is:*! 


It is, more significantly, because the argument that Anselm actually 


offered ... can be seen as deriving from a line of thought where Anselm 


30 ~=—- Smith (2014), p. 144, with “thought” substituted for his “conceived”. 
31 Smith (2014), p. 145. 
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simply takes one step too far: namely, in arguing from being caused to 
having a beginning. 


Smith’s singular achievement is to have ferreted out this argument from 
amongst all the other arguments Anselm advances in the Reply, which we 
have considered above. As he says, it makes explicit Anselm’s causal under- 
standing of abilities. But not only do all the arguments about the existence 
of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought in the Reply turn on 
metaphysical issues having to do with causality, but also, they can be seen as 
different ways of spelling out the implications of the following principle which 
Smith has formulated:3? 


(71) If anything which cannot be thought to be caused can be thought to 
exist, it actually exists. 


Smith calls this thesis (71): “Anselm’s Principle”. He formulates it alternatively 
as: 


(72) If something can be thought to exist, but does not exist, it can be 
thought to be caused. 


Having extracted Anselm’s Principle from his writings, Smith then enunciates 
the ‘Ur-argument’ for the existence of something-than-which-a-greater-can- 
not-be-thought. It has (71) as its first premise. The second is: 


(73) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be 
thought to exist but cannot be thought to be caused. 


From those two premises, the conclusion follows: 


(74) Therefore, something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought ac- 
tually exists. 


That is ‘Anselm’s Other Argument’. 

In his concluding chapter, Smith moves on to assessing the cogency of this 
argument when it is applied to God. To do so, he makes a modal ‘translation’ 
of some of Anselm’s claims. His reason for doing so is that there is simply no 
consensus concerning what does and what does not follow from the fact that 


32 Smith (2014), p. 146, with once again “thought” substituted for his “conceived”. 
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something can or cannot be conceived — nor even concerning what is and 
is not conceivable. Accordingly, he replaces what is (or is not) conceivable 
with what is (or is not) absolutely or metaphysically possible. And, to avoid 
issues concerning the status of intentional objects, he prefers to discuss mat- 
ters in terms of essential kinds of thing. With these reformulations “Anselm’s 
Principle” becomes:33 


(75) For any essential kind of thing, if there is not, but possibly could be, 
something of that kind, it is possible for something of that kind to 
be caused. 


That then serves as the major premise for the following argument: 


(76) There could possibly be something divine (i.e., of the essential kind 
divine). 

(77) It is not possible for anything divine to be caused. 

(78) Therefore, something divine exists. 


This argument is valid. To see this, let us suppose that: 
(79) Nothing divine exists. 


If (75) and (79) are true, the antecedent of (75) is true of the essential kind 
divine. So, it follows from (75), (76) and (79) that: 


(80) It is possible for something divine to be caused. 


But (77) and (80) are contradictory. Therefore, if the three premises (75), (76), 
and (77) are true, the supposition (79) must be false. So, the conclusion (78) val- 
idly follows. This argument, unlike the alleged Modal Ontological Argument, 
does not pack necessary existence into the concept of what it is to be divine. 
All it requires, on that front, is “a perfectly ordinary, traditional understanding 
of divinity as including aseity”. That is what the third premise, (77), relies upon. 

Are the premises true? For the reason just stated, the third premise is ac- 
ceptable. As for the second premise, Smith comments:34 


33 Smith (2014), p. 151. 
34 Smith (2014), p. 152. 
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To deny that is tantamount to denying that God could possibly exist. As 
we know, some have argued for such an impossibility; but such people 
should not even be bothered to look at arguments such as the present 
one. Anselm’s ‘other argument’ is directed at the majority who believe 
that it is at least (non-epistemically) possible that a divine being should 
exist. Anselm’s ‘other argument’ should be regarded as sound if Anselm’s 
Principle, expressed by the first premise [i-e., (75)] is accepted. Anselm’s 
Principle thus emerges as our ultimate ‘crucial premise’. 


And Smith firmly maintains that the acceptability of his version of Anselm’s 
Principle, (71), hinges on the acceptability of some version of the Principle of 
Sufficient Reason (PSR). 

Without trying to justify some version of the PsR (as too big an undertak- 
ing for the present occasion), he simply examines whether this argument can 
be sustained if some version of PsR be accepted. As to which version of PsR, 
he points out that if one is a non-Humean about causation, then it becomes 
plausible to hold that if something has a ‘reason’, it has an ontological ground, 
that is, it is necessitated. Thus interpreted, PsR supports his bold and intrigu- 
ing conclusion. 


What our review of these arguments in the Reply reveals is that Anselm is no 
longer relying on the Fool to establish that something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought can be thought, if ever he did. In these arguments his 
conclusions of all three arguments in Ri, and of the argument in Rs, take the 
form “If something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be thought, 
then ...” And the conclusion of the argument in Rg is about anyone who is 
thinking of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. This strategy 
neatly avoids the issues we had to consider earlier about what is in the Fool’s 
understanding. 

The price Anselm pays for deleting the Fool altogether, is that his conclu- 
sions become conditional. But we have noted more than once that Anselm has 
demonstrated in R8 how it is possible for a rational mind to ascend a hierarchy 
of lesser and greater goods until it cannot go further, and thus is able to think 
of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. If one grants that that 
ascent renders it possible to think of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought, his conclusions in the Reply become unconditional. He has pro- 
duced in his Reply multiple proofs for the proposition: Something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists. 
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Of course, further argument is needed to infer from that that God exists, 
and all the other conclusions about God which are established in P3. It is just 
as well that we interpreted the argument in Rg as establishing that something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought cannot be thought not to exist. For, 
with that, and the conclusion that necessarily, something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought exists, he can replicate the argument in §7.6 to es- 
tablish that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought so truly ex- 
ists that it could not be thought not to exist. He can then invoke the sceptical 
variant of the premise of the metaphysical argument, as we saw in §8.6 to es- 
tablish all of the conclusions about God which are established in Stage Three. 


10.7. Thinking of Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 


It is striking that the Fool plays no role in any of these arguments in the Reply. 
In the Proslogion, Anselm invokes the Fool’s overhearing his own prayer in 
order to establish that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is 
in the understanding. But in the Reply, that role in the logic of his arguments is 
served by a simple conditional clause: “if it [= something-than-which-a-great- 
er-cannot-be-thought] can be thought ...”. That is explicit in all three argu- 
ments he propounds in Ri: in each of the legs of the constructive dilemma in 
Ri, which we examined in §8.1 and §8.3; and in the causal argument which we 
have just discussed in §8.6. 

We saw in §10.5 that that same condition is also crucial to the argument in 
Rg, although in a more roundabout way. That argument too begins with “It is 
possible to think of what cannot not exist” — that is, “If what cannot not exist 
can be thought of” — and it finishes with “anyone who is thinking of something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought”. The argument in R5 is formulated 
somewhat differently; it is conducted in terms of what someone might say, 
but there “If someone should say” plays the same logical role as “if it can be 
thought”. Given that, it is not surprising that Anselm recognized that one of the 
challenges he had to meet was to establish that his formula refers to something 
which can actually be thought. For unless that is established, all the condi- 
tional conclusions for which he argues will remain hypothetical; they will not 
be unconditional. 

One of Gaunilo’s doubts was that Anselm had not clearly established that 
that thing [é//ud] which is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
‘exists in the understanding’. Anselm’s first response is in the third paragraph 
of Ri: 
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However, I say, “If [something] than which a greater cannot be thought is 
not understood or thought, nor exists in the understanding or in thought, 
then, either God is not [something] than which a greater cannot be 
thought, or He is not understood or thought, and does not exist in the 
understanding or thought”. 


He immediately confronts Gaunilo, saying, “I employ your faith and con- 
science as the most powerful argument that this is false”. Anselm is not one to 
indulge in verbal games. He deduces from this ‘most powerful argument’ that 
this ‘something’ is truly understood and thought and is in the understanding 
and in thought. But, of course, he has to demonstrate that this is so. But that 
is not the first issue he addresses. From the way the text goes, it appears that 
he takes it as a given that Gaunilo can think of such a thing, and so launches 
into the three arguments - firstly, the one from which David Smith extracts his 
‘other argument’, and immediately after that, the two legs of his constructive 
dilemma. 

He returns to the issue of this thing’s being in the understanding at the end 
of Ri. He counters Gaunilo’s suggestion that this something is not in the un- 
derstanding because it is not completely understood. To that, he replies, “you 
might as well say that he who cannot look at the pure light of the sun does not 
see daylight, which is nothing other than the light of the sun’. He then set out 
in Ra to justify his reasoning in P2 that the Fool understands what he hears, 
and what he understands is in his understanding. He reiterates his inference: 


See, that it is in the understanding follows logically from the fact it is 
understood. For just as what is thought is thought by thought, and what 
is thought by thought, insofar as it is thought by thought, is iz thought, so 
what is understood is understood by the understanding, insofar as [ what] 
is understood is in the understanding. What could be more obvious than 
this? 


Anselm is here contending that there is an immediate inference from “x is un- 
derstood” to “x is in the understanding”. But in the case of the Fool, since what 
is understood is a phrase, the inference has to be more complex than that. It 
has to be that when the phrase is a potential referring phrase, as it is in the 
case of “something than which a greater cannot be thought’, then anyone who 
understands that phrase understands what it signifies. That is, anyone who un- 
derstands what the words mean, understands what kind of thing that phrase 
refers to, whether or not such a thing exists. Anselm is claiming here that such 
a thing can be thought of. Despite that, towards the end of his Reply, in Rg, 
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Anselm does acknowledge that someone can think and understand a referring 
phrase even if that thing [res illa] cannot be thought or understood. 

His most plausible attempt to establish that it is possible to think of some- 
thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in R8. There, instead of 
appealing to general principles about the understanding, he explains how 
someone can come to think of such a thing by moving in thought from lesser 
to greater goods. When we discussed this passage in § 4.5, we found there that 
even if we suppose that the Fool, or indeed anyone with a rational mind, does 
engage his mind in this mental ascent, it does not follow that he will end up 
with the thing itself, illud quo, before his mind. At best, he shows that the Fool 
can think of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. In contrast, 
in the Proslogion he had claimed that the Fool does think of such a thing. 

But that this something can be thought of is all Anselm needs to draw 
unconditional conclusions from the various hypothetical arguments he has 
propounded in the Reply. With this account of how it is possible to think of 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, he has shown that it can 
be thought to exist. That follows for Kant’s reasons: thinking that it exists pro- 
vides new information which is not included in the concept of such a thing, 
but that new information does not enlarge the concept of what is thought to 
exist. Now both Anselm’s constructive dilemma in Ri, and the causal argument 
Smith has reconstructed from Anselm’s discussion in Ri, proves that if it can 
be thought that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists, of 
necessity it exists. So, with his demonstration of how that thought is possible, 
it follows from both those arguments that: 


Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, of necessity, exists. 


By basing these arguments in the Reply on premises expressing a condition 
that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be thought, 
Anselm bypasses the difficulties we encountered in P2 of establishing that the 
thing itself than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the understanding. 

It is quite remarkable that Anselm was not only able to devise in the 
Proslogion his three-stage Argument for the existence of God, but also that he 
could find other ways of restating the first two stages of that argument. That 
very fact shows that his Proslogion Argument has a resilience which enables it 
to survive the many objections so often levelled against it. And that fact sug- 
gests a very unorthodox thought: Perhaps his premises are more plausible, and 
therefore his Argument more cogent, than he has been given credit for. We will 
investigate that thought in the next chapter. 


CHAPTER 11 


The Plausibility of the Premises 


To be cogent, any argument has to be formally valid, and its premises have to 
be true, or, at least, plausible. Furthermore, those premises have to be such 
that the conclusion(s) is ‘hidden’ in them. Our reconstruction of Anselm’s 
Proslogion Argument has displayed its three-stage structure across P2 and P3. 
When the text so interpreted, his Argument is surely valid. That has become 
evident as we worked our way through chapters 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8, and can be 
verified from the layout of the deduction in the Appendix. And I have refut- 
ed the allegations that Anselm's Stage Three premise is circular and ‘begs the 
question. 

On the way through, I have made passing comment on the plausibility of 
the premises, but now, having moved beyond our close engagement with the 
text, let us assess the plausibility of the critical concepts and premises Anselm 
deploys in his Argument. Whereas in those earlier chapters we tried to under- 
stand his reasoning by keeping close to the text, in this chapter I will increase 
the critical distance, to ask whether that reasoning is acceptable from a mod- 
ern perspective. 


11 The Plausibility of Stage One 


We noted in §4.5 that Anselm transforms the question raised by the Fool's de- 
nial of the existence of God in two ways. He substitutes the indefinite descrip- 
tion “something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought” for “God”, and 
instead of investigating whether it exists, he uses a different and more spe- 
cific predicate: “is in reality [est in re]”. Anselm introduces this predicate into 
the second phase of his Stage One argument, without explanation. We also 
noted in Chapter 6 that he drops the qualification “in reality” thereafter, again 
without explanation. Now that we have reviewed the whole of his three-stage 
argument, let us begin our assessment of the plausibility of Stage One by con- 
sidering the two key concepts in Stage One: being in the understanding; and 
being in reality. 


1.1.1 The Concept of Being in the Understanding 


As I read this text, Anselm’s whole purpose in the first phase of Stage One is 
to establish that the Argument he is about to launch is logically legitimate. By 
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substituting the indefinite description “something-than-which-nothing-great- 
er-can-be-thought” for “You”, he has posed a question about which he can 
develop some argumentation. That is, he is about to mount an argument con- 
cerning something whose existence is problematic. In order to do that, he has 
to introduce an assumption with a singular term — that-than-which-nothing- 
greater-can-be-thought — as its subject. But, for the very reason that its exis- 
tence is problematic, it cannot be assumed that, just because that singular term 
is to function logically as a subject, it refers to anything in reality. Therefore, 
Anselm needs to establish that this something can not only be thought of, but 
also that an exemplar of it is a proper subject of reasoning. 

With that objective in view, Anselm argues, firstly, that the Fool can under- 
stand what he hears. By that he means that not only does the Fool understand 
what the words mean, but he also understands what that description signifies, 
irrespective of whether it exists. Anselm does not spell out that step in his ar- 
gumentation, but it is not unreasonable. He then articulates what I take to be 
a quite crucial premise: what is understood is in the understanding. There has 
much debate amongst the commentators as to what, exactly, Anselm means 
by that premise. 

I proposed, in § 4.6, that he means that something can be thought of without 
that very fact implying either that it exists, or that it does not, and that objects 
of thought can legitimately become subjects of descriptions and inferences. 
Those points are not ones which would be universally accepted nowadays. 
Some philosophers in recent times interpret the first-order predicate calculus 
not only as the only proper way of exhibiting logical relations between sentenc- 
es in a symbolic system, but also as an ontology. W.V.O. Quine has expressed 
this view the most clearly: “to be is to be the value of a bound variable”! On this 
view, it is possible to refer only to particular things, and if that reference is to be 
legitimate, only existing things can be referred to. That thesis, however, is not a 
truth certified by the logical system itself; it is an interpretation of that system 
of logic. In certain contexts, this interpretation is reasonable, as when the dis- 
course is about particular existing things. But, stated as a blunt thesis relevant 
to all domains of discourse, it becomes a strong and controversial metaphysi- 
cal dogma. Adherence to that dogma rules out the possibility of even trying to 
propound an argument which does not presuppose that its premises refer to 
what already exists. 

That it is possible to refer only to particular existing things is a modern ver- 
sion of the metaphysical position which emerged in the 14th century, called 
‘nominalism’. It was one extreme in a complex and wide-ranging debate about 
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the ontological status of universals. To discuss that debate would take much 
too far afield; I mention it only to emphasise that this modern prejudice is not 
new and is far from being beyond challenge. Furthermore, current develop- 
ments in quantum physics are casting serious doubt on the assumption that 
what fundamentally exists are some sort of ‘basic particular’. There is, as yet, 
no clear consensus as to the nature of what exists at the sub-atomic level, but 
for the past one hundred years ‘particle-wave’ duality has posed a challenge to 
any metaphysics of ‘basic particulars’. 

That aside, there are domains of discourse where that interpretation is not 
applicable. Most obviously, literary critics who write at length analysing what 
some author has written as a work of fiction, engage in reasoning about the 
characters named in the book under discussion. But they are not assuming 
that such characters are inhabitants of the real world. Likewise, those scholars 
who seek to understand and explain the beliefs and cultures of some peoples — 
whether those people were living in the past or have a culture different from 
the scholars’ own — need to describe and reason about what those people say 
and believe, without inferring anything about the objective correctness of 
those beliefs and thought. And modern scientific theorising often requires 
postulation theoretical entities, the properties and behaviour of which are 
explored to assess their potential to provide explanations of certain observ- 
able phenomena. Sometimes, such speculations are subsequently confirmed 
by empirical evidence, and sometimes they are not. But theories being tested 
have to be intelligible prior to being tested, whether or not the theoretical enti- 
ties postulated exist or not. 

A recent case in point was the discovery of the existence of gravitational 
waves, which had been predicted by Albert Einstein's General Theory of 
Relativity. He had predicted that two stars orbiting each other would give off 
an intensifying burst of gravitational waves, just before they collided. These 
perturbations were first detected in 2015, caused not by stars colliding, but by 
the merging of two black holes. Three subsequent detections quickly followed, 
and in October 2017 an international team of scientists has detected gravita- 
tional waves from a new source: the cataclysmic collision of neutron stars, 
confirming Einstein’s prediction. Such discoveries are only possible if prior 
theoretical reasoning has implied testable predictions. That reasoning was 
necessarily hypothetical: in Anselm's terms, what it was about had to be some- 
thing ‘in the understanding’, before it could be detected ‘in reality’. There can 
be no reasonable objection, therefore, to his proceeding, likewise, to explore 
the implications of inferring that something-than-which-nothing-greater-can- 
be-thought is ‘in the understanding’. 
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111.2 The Concept of Being in Reality 

Few commentators have even noticed that Anselm alters the question about 
existence into one about being in reality. They usually assume that “est in re” 
is the opposite of “non est’, and, if they offer any comment on his introduction 
of “est in re” at all, they usually assume that he introduces it because it nicely 
contrasts with ‘est in intellectu’. Certainly, his argument does involve contrast- 
ing ‘being only in the understanding’ with ‘being in reality’, but this shift in ter- 
minology is much more significant than a felicitous contrast, and is therefore 
worth exploring. 

In my 1976 book, I called “est in re” an ‘on/off’ predicate, but, as I observed 
in §4.5, it is more appropriate to call it a ‘binary’ predicate. That is, nothing 
exists more or less in reality; something either is in reality — or it is not. As a 
binary predicate, “is in reality” is subject to the logical Law of Excluded Middle. 
Since the Fool has said “God does not exist”, Anselm quite rightly understands 
that the Fool is assuming that “exists” expresses this binary conception of ex- 
istence. And if he is to rebut the denial, he too must at least begin his rebuttal 
by using a predicate which also expresses that binary conception. But he has in 
mind a richer conception of existing, which is more appropriate to ascribe to 
God, and he also knows that he cannot address the question of the existence of 
God immediately. So, he transforms that question into: Is there anything of this 
nature which he has ascribed to God? Or is it merely a fiction, and therefore 
not in reality? Those are the questions he addresses in P2; they demand a Yes/ 
No answer. 

Nowadays this binary conception of existence seems so commonplace and 
unremarkable that readers might well wonder why I bother to mention it at 
all. But if we attend carefully to the text, we will notice a peculiar fact. We have 
seen that in Stage Three Anselm provides reasons to identify God uniquely as 
aliquid quo maius cogitari non potest, so whatever conclusions he has estab- 
lished about something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought are true of 
God. So, from the conclusion of P2, and that identification, it clearly follows 
that God is in reality. But Anselm never expresses his conclusion in that way. 
That is what is peculiar about this argument. Since Anselm is manifestly adept 
at reasoning, and the implication is manifestly there to be inferred, why does 
he not infer it? 

The fact is: Anselm never writes “Deus est in re [God is in reality]’: not in 
P3, where that identification occurs; nor elsewhere. Neither does he ever write 
“Deus existit in re”. Rather, his conclusion in Stage Two asserts that something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists so truly that it cannot be 
thought not to exist, and then, in Stage Three, he identifies that something with 
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God, from which he announces “Therefore, You exist so truly that You could 
not be thought not to exist”. But there is no hint of “Deus est in re”, not even 
“You are in re’. Nevertheless, he does go on to say, both later in the Proslogion 
and in his Reply: “Deus est [God exists], minus the words “in re”. Why does he 
do that? 

I suggest the following. We have seen that Anselm operates happily with two 
quite different ways of conceiving existence: the familiar (to us) binary con- 
ception; and a quite different conception of existence as admitting of degrees, 
which he had inherited from Augustine. This latter conception was introduced 
by Plato, from whom it passed into Neoplatonism, and then into Augustine’s 
Christianised version of Neoplatonism. For this tradition, things of different 
kinds exist more or less, up to a maximum. We saw that whilst the argument in 
P2 is couched in terms of the former, binary conception, in P3 Anselm deploys 
the latter, graduated conception. 

Isuggest that Anselm shows this peculiar reluctance to write “Deus est in re’, 
because he believes that it is quite inappropriate to ascribe the binary sense of 
existence to God. To understand why, we need to retrace our steps somewhat. 
Since Anselm is intent on proving that the fool’s denial of God’s existence is 
false, he needs to contrast the Fool’s negative predicate with a positive predi- 
cate expressing the binary conception of existence. So, he introduces “est in re”; 
that is the relevant binary predicate implied by the way the Fool is using “non 
est’. Using that predicate, Anselm can contrast the two suppositions: (a) that 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists only in the understanding 
— which implies that it is not in reality — and (b) that that-than-which-a-great- 
er-cannot-be-thought is in reality. 

At this point, our search for an explanation of why Anselm never says “Deus 
est in re” has to take a detour before we come back to the text. I suggested in 
From Belief to Understanding that this binary way of thinking about existence 
has its origins in the Judeo-Christian doctrine of creation ex nihilo. As this doc- 
trine evolved in the early centuries of the Christian era, over against Gnostic, 
Manichean, and Neoplatonic views, two fundamental theses emerged. 

One was that if anything is in the heavens or the earth, it has been created; 
nothing other than God exists unless He has created it. According to the cre- 
ation story in the first chapter of Genesis, on the first day of creation God said, 
“Let there be light’, and there was light. And that pattern is repeated five more 
times. So, for those who take that story seriously, either God has said, “Let there 
be X”, and there and then X exists, or He did not, in which case X does not 
exist. With this account of creation in the background, Anselm’s predicate “est 
in re” is a very apt way of expressing the existence of something whose mode 
of existence is contingent; it can exist, if God so wills it, or it cannot. While 
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“est in re” is standardly translated as “is in reality’, to be pedantically literal, the 
Latin word “res” means a thing, or things. This word has a wide range of uses 
in Latin, just like the modern English usage of “thing”. Modern English speak- 
ers often use the word “thing” simply as a noun of laziness, as the vaguest of 
gap fillers when we cannot immediately think of the right word to say. And 
sometimes we use it to refer to items in any category: entities; stuffs; events; 
processes; actions; activities; statements; beliefs; ideas; etc. But it also has a 
‘thick’ sense, to mean a substantial object, a fully determinate, particular exist- 
ing entity. In Anselm’s usage, to be in re is to be amongst (in the domain of) 
things, in this ‘thick’ sense. It is to be part of the world of things. 

The other fundamental thesis to emerge was that the existence of all crea- 
tures was asserted to be good. The pattern presented in Genesis 1 is 


God said, ‘Let there be ...’ and there was ..., and God saw that it was good. 


That pattern is repeated day after day, until God rests on the seventh day, hav- 
ing created all the heavens and the earth. In P2, it is manifest that Anselm 
thinks that existing is good, a point which has proved to be very significant for 
his Argument. 

Whether or not I am right in suggesting that the binary conception of exis- 
tence originated from this doctrine of creation, or had other sources as well, 
there can be no doubt that that doctrine implies the binary conception of 
worldly existence. I am not suggesting, however, that anyone who thinks of 
existence as binary is covertly assuming Christian doctrines. That would be an 
absurd suggestion. 

This account also explains why, for a Christian, the predicate “est in re” 
applies appropriately only to creatures, indeed, only to something which ex- 
ists and possibly does not exist. And, for the same reason, it is not appropriate 
for a Christian to say “Deus est in re”; for Anselm (and other Christian theo- 
logians too) God is not a thing amongst all the other things He has created. 
God does not exist in re. My saying that might strike readers as quite shocking, 
but if my conjecture is anywhere near right, the boot is on the other foot. All 
those commentators, friends and foes of Anselm alike, who see no problem 
in glossing his conclusion in P2 that “Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought est in re”, as equivalent to “God is in reality” are being insensitive to 
how problematic that latter proposition would be for Anselm! Accordingly, my 
conjecture explains three points: 


— why, when Anselm wants to come to grips with the Fool’s denial, he must in- 
evitably use the binary concept of existence to engage dialectically with him; 
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— why it would seem natural to him to maintain that to exist in reality is good; 
and 

— why he should think it inappropriate to ascribe being in reality to the 
Creator. 


As I read the text, Anselm uses the predicate “est in re” in P2 in order to make 
clear that he is engaging with the Fool’s denial, which has a binary logic. The 
argumentative strategy he uses is as follows: Suppose the Fool’s denial is true. 
For Anselm, although not for the Fool, that is equivalent to supposing that 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists only in the under- 
standing — not in reality. And Anselm can suppose that without committing a 
theological error, because at this stage it has not been established who or what 
is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. This then provides a 
second reason why Anselm chooses to deal with the Fool’s denial indirectly - 
not in terms of God, but as an argument about something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought. For, not only does it make no sense to ask, “Do You 
exist?”, as we saw in §3.4, but also by adopting this indirect strategy he avoids 
having to assert that God exists in reality. Once he has established the conclu- 
sion of P2, he drops the qualification “in re” which appears in it; thereafter sim- 
ply using “est’, without bothering to explain this switch. We saw in §6.2 how 
dropping that qualifying phrase is justified by the tactic he adopted to respond 
to the Fool. 

Throughout, along with most commentators, I have been accepting that 
one of Anselm’s intentions in the Proslogion is to prove that God exists. That 
would seem to be supported by the ‘title’ relating to P2, which is “Quod vere sit 
Deus” — usually translated: that God truly exists — and his writing “Deus est’, 
both later in P4 and in his Reply. But that assumption has been challenged; 
we briefly examined in §7.5 Anselm Stolz’s claim that in the Proslogion, “vere 
esse” never means “real existence’, in the sense that things other than God have 
real existence.” Stolz wrote this to challenge the interpretation of P2 produced 
two years previously by Karl Barth, who characterized P2 as concerned with 
“the general concept of existence in thought and in reality”. Stolz argues that 
Anselm is not trying to prove that God exists in that sense. 

Thereby, Stolz aligns himself with a number of theologians (but not Barth) 
who are reluctant to agree that God exists, in that sense. The reason these theo- 
logians object to saying this is not because they do not believe in God, but 
because it seems to them improper, for the reasons canvassed above, to ascribe 


2 Stolz (1933/1968), p. 197. 
3 Barth (1931/1960), p. 132. 
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the binary concept of existence to God. We can now understand why they 
should think this. To assert that God exists, in this sense, would be ascribing 
to God a property which is the universal and distinctive feature of creatures. 
This is probably why Stolz is so keen to deny that Anselm ever uses “vere esse” 
as meaning actual or real existence, in the sense that things other than God 
have real existence. Unfortunately, Stolz has confused “exists” with “est in re”. 
Had he maintained that Anselm is not trying to prove: “God is in reality’, he 
would have had a strong case to argue. Anyone who is sensitive to the theologi- 
cal viewpoint I have been explicating would never write “Deus est in re”, which 
is why Anselm never does. But, having failed to distinguish between “est in re” 
and “est’, Stolz is mistakenly denies that Anselm is intent on proving that God 
exists. 

The relevant point to make here is that the logic of Anselm’s overall 
Argument tells against Stolz’s contention that there is no trace of a proof of 
God’s existence in the Proslogion. He is right to emphasize that God is never 
mentioned in Stages One and Two. But to claim that there is no proof of God’s 
existence is simply wrong. Indeed, Anselm explicitly says in Reply 7: 


I did not unreasonably commend [something] than which a greater can- 
not be thought to prove, against the Fool, that God exists, since while 
there is no way in which he understood the latter, he did understand the 
former in some way. 


David Smith comments on this passage, “I regard this evidence as incontro- 
vertible. Anselm did take himself to have provided a cogent proof of God’s 
existence”.t Stolz was right, however, to detect that Anselm avoids attributing 
to God existence of the sort which created things have. For Anselm, God does not 
exist in re; rather, He is the creator of all things, and exists most truly and maxi- 
mally. All created things can be thought not to exist; for them, existence is not 
an essential property. But, as Anselm established in Stage Three, something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, that is, God, is uniquely different. 


111.3 Why it is Good to be in Reality 

We saw in §4.6, that Anselm tacks a three-word comment, “which is greater’, 
onto his statement that even if that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
is in the understanding alone, it can be thought to exist also in reality. Since the 
notion of ‘being greater’ plays a crucial role in the Anselm’s reasoning, he must 
have been invoking some background principle to justify those inferences. 


4 Smith (2014), p. 13. 
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After considering various proposals in the secondary literature as to what that 
background premise might be, I proposed in §5.1 that he does not need to be 
assuming anything more complicated than: 


To be in reality is good. 


I argued, citing Reply 8, and his frequent use later in the Proslogion of the prin- 
ciple “God is whatever it is better to be than not to be’, that there is textual 
evidence which shows that word “good” is implicit in Anselm's use of the com- 
parative “greater than”. 

This simple premise is far more plausible than all the controversial prem- 
ises proposed by other commentators. Anselm is not invoking as a premise 
that “Existence is a perfection’, nor that “Existence is great-making”, nor that 
“Whatever exists is greater than whatever does not”, nor any of the other con- 
jectures which figure so largely in the secondary literature. All Anselm needs to 
justify his comment that to be in reality is greater than to be in the understand- 
ing alone is (i) a plausible definition which says that something is greater than 
another if it has the same properties as the latter plus an additional one which 
is good, and (ii) a premise that to be in reality is good. 

As we saw, Anselm has a theologically-grounded reason for endorsing this 
premise. On the basis of Genesis 1, in the early centuries aD, the emerging 
Christian tradition opposed the Manichean and Gnostic views that the world, 
being material, is inferior and infected with evil. 

But there are more than theological reasons to claim that existing is good. 
In the modern world, as much as in former times, this judgement is implicit 
in many, many commonplace attitudes. People rejoice at the birth of a baby; 
a new person exists. The medical profession, and the whole health industry, 
is devoted not only to helping people to live well, but also to survive, to keep 
on existing. That we should continue to exist is manifestly regarded as impor- 
tant and valuable. And consider the distress people — and even some species 
of animals! — express at the death of a close relative or companion. Nor do 
we mourn only the deaths of those with whom we have strong personal rela- 
tions. Crowds gather to mourn the death of a respected person, or someone 
killed tragically. Clearly, there is a general presumption that to cease to exist is 
bad. Furthermore, acts of murder and wanton destruction are almost univer- 
sally regarded as bad (unfortunately, some governments exempt war from that 
view). These judgements seem to rest ultimately on the view that, other things 
being equal, for something to continue to exist is better than for it to cease to 
exist. All of these attitudes, and I could list many more, testify to the fact that 
people universally presuppose that existing is good. 
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Of course, natural disasters occur, and perpetrators of evil do exist in the 
world; not everything which happens is good. Generally speaking, it would be 
better if they did not occur, even if sometimes some good comes out of peo- 
ple’s reaction to them. But those observations do not gainsay the general truth 
of this proposed premise, which is implied by so many human attitudes and 
practices. People do judge that particular events, and particular persons, are 
bad, but those judgements do not contradict the general principle that to exist 
is good. For that principle is a second-order judgement, whose application to 
first-order judgements about particular events and persons can be outweighed 
by other considerations to do with the harm and pain those bad events or per- 
sons inflict. 

In the light of all these reflections, Anselm's regarding it as good to exist is 
neither bizarre nor idiosyncratic. Indeed, for the reasons stated, it manifestly is 
widely endorsed. I submit that this premise, implicit in Anselm’s use of ‘greater 
than’ is plausible. 


111.4 Reasoning about Properties 

Ihave claimed that all Anselm needs to justify his comment that to be in reality 
is greater than to be in the understanding alone is a plausible definition of the 
conditions which entail that something is greater than another, and that to be 
in reality is good. In §5.1, I adopted the definition of ‘greater than’ proposed by 
Giinther Eder and Esther Ramharter,®> after amending it to take into account 
that being greater implies being good. With that amendment, this definition 
continues to be quite straightforward. What makes x greater than y is some- 
thing very simple: 


x is greater than y if x has all properties of a certain sort which y has, 
but x has in addition some extra property which it is good to have, but 
which y lacks. 


This definition is formulated in terms of which sort of properties things have. It 
is clear from their exposition that Eder & Ramharter are using the word “prop- 
erty” in a generous manner, to mean whatever is designated by a well-formed 
predicate. Some philosophers might disagree with such a wide definition, but 
since it is a term of philosophical art, I can see no good reason to object to 
their doing so and have therefore adopted that way of speaking. Besides, they 
immediately move to restrict the domain of properties relevant to their defini- 
tions to those which are consistent, primitive and positive. What matters for 


5 Eder & Ramharter (2015). 
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the current investigation is not the generality of this use of the word, but that 
two predicates in particular qualify as designating properties, namely: “is in 
reality’, and “could not be thought not to exist”. But the validity of Anselm’s 
arguments does not depend on the use of the word “property”. The two defini- 
tions which they have proposed, and which I have adopted in amended forms, 
could easily be re-cast in terms of ‘predicates’. 

In the calculus of modern formal logic, which we owe to its invention by 
Gottlob Frege, and its modification by Bertrand Russell and Alfred North 
Whitehead, first-order logic formalizes propositions about particular things 
which have properties, so propositions about properties requires second-order 
logic. Eder & Ramharter refine their definition by specifying that the relevant 
properties are all in a somewhat restricted domain of properties; they have to 
be consistent, positive and primitive. 

This definition makes it clear that Anselm is not indulging in some sort of 
special pleading by saying that existence is a ‘great-making’ property, what- 
ever that means. There is no evidence that he thinks that being in reality is 
a perfection — that would commit him to saying that God is in reality. And 
as we showed in §5.2 and §5.3, his argument does not rely on treating “exists” 
as a ‘real predicate’, in Kant’s sense. On the contrary, we have demonstrated 
that the argument relies on being in reality not being a ‘real predicate’. Nor is 
he privileging this world over other possible worlds, just because this world is 
the one he is in, as David Lewis has implausibly suggested. He is relying on 
a simple, objective, and plausible principle, which articulates the criteria for 
something being greater than another. This definition could be applied to any 
valued properties, as well as to existence. It is plausible to propose that, when 
Anselm thinks of something ‘being greater’ than something else, what he is 
meaning is something like this definition. I submit that when his Argument is 
interpreted that way, it suddenly becomes quite transparent, and clearly not 
vulnerable to the standard criticisms so frequently made against it. 

However, some modern philosophers, most notably, Quine, object to second- 
order logic as a matter of principle. He argues that second-order logic is 
actually ‘set theory in disguise’.’” His thesis seems to be that in introducing vari- 
ables over properties, relations, or functions, one is crossing a line between 
logic and mathematics, and that mathematics, which requires a semantics 
based on set theory, consequently has a ‘staggering ontology’. Quine’s objec- 
tion is understandable if one believes that (a) logic should recognize only the 
most basic category of being and (b) that category consists only of particular 


6 Lewis (1970), p. 187. 
7 Quine (1970). 
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entities. Believe those theses, and one will insist that the only valid system of 
logic is the first-order logic of particular entities. Far from being innocent of 
ontology, standard first-order logic accords ontological priority to particular, 
individual entities. I pointed out above that that is a metaphysical dogma; it 
can certainly be challenged.® That doctrine is not a function of logic itself; it is 
an insistence upon a quite specific and highly contentious metaphysical belief 
which leads to privileging one logical system over all others. It is to insist that 
fundamentally only particular things have any ontological status. That is not a 
thesis of logic itself; it is a metaphysical thesis which Quine has summarized in 
his slogan: to be is to be the value of a bound variable. 

Contrary to Quine’s view, Stewart Shapiro has argued, at length, that second- 
order terminology with standard semantics is sufficiently clear, intuitive, 
and unproblematic to warrant being called ‘logic’, and that it can well serve 
as the underlying framework for the axiomatization and foundations of 
mathematics.° His claim is that once a domain (for the first-order variables) 
is fixed, there is a reasonably clear and unambiguous understanding of such 
locutions as “all relations” or “all subsets” thereof. “We have a decent grasp on 
such locutions, and they play central roles in foundations of mathematics”.!° 
He denies that second-order logic requires a ‘staggering ontology’. And while 
the deductions which appear in the Appendix here are not set out in formal 
symbolism, it is evident from Chapters 4 to 8, and from the Appendix itself, that 
Anselm’s train of reasoning can be easily expressed in non-technical English. 

While the Frege-Russell system of first-order formal logic standardly taught 
to students, and widely adopted nowadays, is often interpreted as Quine does, 
it does not have to be so understood. After all, a system of logic is simply a 
formalism with a set of derivation rules, and, sometimes, a set of axioms. How 
that formalism is interpreted is always another, quite different question. It is a 
fact that the Frege-Russell system of first-order logic can be interpreted such 
that it has no ontological commitments, with its derivation rules expressed 
in terms of permissible substitutions. Furthermore, there are many provably 
consistent systems of logic which cannot be interpreted as quantifying over 
particular entities. Aristotelian logic is a logic of general terms, which was 
extended in the late medieval period to encompass singular terms as well. 
Lesniewskian Ontology is also a formal system of general terms, different from 
the Aristotelian. And nowadays there are multi-values logics, modal logics, 
tense logics, paraconsistent logics, etc. 


8 Seibt (2010); Campbell (2015) pp. 40, 259. 
9 Shapiro (1991). 
10 — Shapiro (1991), p. 204. 
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Anselm would have been aware of Aristotelian syllogistic logic, via Boethius, 
but he never tried to articulate his arguments in a formal language. So, it might 
seem that reconstructing Anselm's reasoning using formulations expressed 
in modern second-order logic are too anachronistic to be acceptable. That is 
why I remarked in §5.1 that the suggestion that Anselm’s Argument might re- 
quire second-order logic might well raise philosophical eyebrows. I pointed 
out, however, that in the Proslogion Anselm often makes generalized assertions 
about God’s properties, such as God is “whatever it is better to be than not to 
be”. So, while he did not have the modern concept of quantifiers ranging over 
domains of properties, if anyone today tries to formalize those statements, 
they would have to do so in second-order logic. 


111.5 Being Thought to be in Reality 

In §5.2 we saw that Anselm’s statement, that even if that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought is only in the understanding, it can nevertheless be 
thought to exist also in reality, potentially generated an awkward problem. This 
statement seemed to commit him to introducing two assumptions which were 
directly contradictory. In §5.2, we were able to modify the premise which im- 
plied that claim in such a way that that difficulty did not arise. What enabled 
us to avoid that potential problem was adopting, also with a small amendment, 
a second definition proposed by Eder and Ramharter, which I preferred to call 
Essential Identity. That definition also requires formulation in second-order 
logic. 

Strictly speaking, the validity of the argument in P2 does not depend on the 
definition of Essential Identity. However, our modern systems of logic are still 
not yet subtle and sophisticated enough to express the force of subjunctive 
verbs in counterfactual conditionals, although how best to do that is a question 
which logicians are currently pursuing." But until a consensus emerges, any 
formalization inevitably expresses Anselm's reasoning in sentences which are 
interpreted as indicatives. And since Anselm compares something with how 
it itself would be under opposite circumstances, rendering that comparison 


11 One ofthe most promising suggestions is that of Vic Dudman (Curthoys & Dudman 2012). 
He has shown that a close examination of the linguistic features of conditional state- 
ments, and especially of counterfactual conditionals, reveals that they contain an implicit 
temporal reference. That is a startling interpretation, which is sure to discomfort those lo- 
gicians who like to think that logical relations are the very paradigm of what is timelessly 
true. Most commonly, philosophers, picking up a concept from Leibniz, try to explicate 
the semantics of conditional statements in terms of different possible worlds. Dudman, 
however, argues that they need to be understood in terms of projecting possible futures. It 
is a proposal well worth developing. 
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with indicative sentences leads to propositions which are explicitly contra- 
dictory, and inferences inferring improper propositions such as “it is greater 
than itself”. These infelicities do not arise if the comparisons Anselm makes 
are expressed as comparisons between two essentially identical instances of 
that-than-which-nothing-greater-cannot-be-thought. 

The definition of Essential Identity is an unobjectionable modification of 
Leibniz’s Law, with its two entailments: the Identity of Indiscernibles; and the 
Indiscernibility of Identicals. By distinguishing those properties which are es- 
sential to something’s being identified as of some kind, from those which are 
non-essential, this modification is arguably a distinct improvement on what 
generally is accepted as Leibniz’s Law, since it accommodates so-called ‘acci- 
dental’ properties as non-essential. In the definition, the domain D contains 
those non-essential properties of the things in question, where D is a sub- 
domain of the domain P which contains all those properties which are mutu- 
ally consistent, primitive, and positive. And, as we saw, in both Stages One and 
Two, this definition enables Anselm’s inferences to be rendered in a transpar- 
ent and unobjectionable way. 


11.1.6 Assessing Stage One 
Our analysis of the argument in P2 shows that the sub-conclusion of its first 
phase follows validly from two sentences written in the form of factual state- 
ments, and two other premises. The only possible objection which could be 
made to those factual statements is that Anselm’s reports about the Fool are 
factually false; the Fool could not actually have stepped out of the Book of 
Psalms and appeared in the monastery of Bec, understanding Latin. But such 
an objection would be captious; Anselm’s scenario is certainly imaginary, but 
it could easily be re-enacted by real people. 

However, since Anselm has actually written the sentence, there can be no 
doubt about the fact that: 


(1) Anselm says, “We believe You to be something than which nothing 
greater can be thought’. 


He then introduced three premises: 


(2) The Fool hears, “something than which nothing greater can be 
thought”. 

(3) When Fool hears, “something than which nothing greater can be 
thought”, he understands what he hears. 

(5) What is understood is in the understanding. 
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There can be no reasonable objection to the first two of these premises. Some 
commentators have found some difficulty in understanding what (5) means, 
but I have argued that Anselm regards that premise as a logical truth which 
legitimizes inferring that an object of thought can be treated as the subject of 
argumentation. I have already defended that in §11.1.1 above. 

However, we found difficulty in interpreting the sub-conclusion Anselm 
draws from these premises: 


(7) Something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought is in the 
understanding. 


The problem is that these premises do not logically entail the proposition his 
Argument requires: that what is in the understanding be something specific. 
Nevertheless, since it is Anselm who actually asserts (7), and not the Fool, he 
can reasonably interpret the subject of that proposition in the same way as he 
used that same indefinite description in (1). That is, when he says, 


And indeed, we believe You to be something than which nothing greater 
could be thought. 


it is evident that he has a specific ‘something’ in mind. So, when he writes, 


Therefore, even the Fool is committed to accepting that something- 
than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought exists at any rate in the 
understanding 


he has that same specific ‘something’ in mind, even if the Fool does not. So, 
although the most that Anselm can claim concerning the Fool’s understanding 
is that he has some generic something-or-other in mind, Anselm himself has 
something quite specific in mind. To demonstrate the validity of that, I modi- 
fied two of the premises above so that they relate to Anselm himself. Those 
two propositions are: 


(ii) When Anselm says, “We believe You to be something than which 
nothing greater could be thought’, he understands what he says. 

(iv) When Anselm understands, “We believe You to be something than 
which nothing greater could be thought’, he understands that some 
specific thing is believed to be something than which nothing great- 
er can be thought. 
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(vii) Some specific thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in 
the understanding. 


Whereas the premises about the Fool’s understanding were unclear and argu- 
ably insufficient to entail (vii), the truth of the two premises (ii) and (iv) is 
demonstrated by the text itself. 

The argument in the second phase deploys his Conceivability Rule and an 
implicit logical truth: 


(u) If what is thought of and understood is the thing itself, then it is 
possible that it exists. 


and an implicit premise: 
(15) To be in reality is good. 


plus the two definitions. Those definitions are certainly plausible, as is his 
Conceivability Rule. 

We have found that Anselm's Conceivability Rule is surprisingly powerful. 
Yet it is quite plausible. For it is analogous to the undisputed rule about propo- 
sitions that if p is true, then it is possible that p. 

This implicit premise sufficed to entail that what all other commentators 
had taken to be a premise was, in fact, a logical inference. Given (11), it fol- 
lows that that it is possible that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is 
in reality. That then enabled Anselm, deploying his Conceivability Rule, to 
deduce (14*): If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is only in the 
understanding, it can be thought to be in reality. I acknowledged in §5.2 that 
the premise (14) had the potential to generate difficulties, in that it seems that 
Anselm is about to introduce two contradictory suppositions. But I argued 
in §1.1.5 that those potential difficulties are overcome by deploying the defini- 
tion of Essential Identity. That definition enables this step in his argument to 
be re-expressed as: 


If anything than which a greater cannot be thought is in the understand- 
ing, but not in reality, then it can be thought that something essentially 


identical to it is in reality. 


That modification has rendered (14) plausible. 
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Ihave argued in §11.1.3 above that the simple premise (15) is widely accepted. 
And (15), together with the definition of ‘greater than, provides a clear explana- 
tion of what has hitherto been the more obscure feature of this argument: his 
comment “which is greater”. 

Therefore, the plausibility of the premises, and the validity of Anselm's rea- 
soning, suffice to prove his conclusion: 


Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is both in the un- 
derstanding and in reality. 


Given how much controversy has persisted for so long about the cogency of 
this argument, it is quite surprising to see how adopting those two definitions 
enables Anselm’s conclusion to be so easily and clearly demonstrated. It shows 
how effective the two definitions are in clarifying the logic of this argument. 
While their proposed definitions required some tweaking, Eder and Ramharter 
have made a significant contribution to Anselmian studies. 

In 1976, when these definitions were not available, expressed my overall 
assessment of Anselm’s Argument more cautiously, as a conditional double 
negative. I wrote then, at the end of the chapter on Stage One:!? 


Given his premises, it cannot be said of something-than-which-nothing- 
greater-cannot-be-thought that it does not exist, both in the understand- 
ing and in reality. We have still to assess the force of this argument, but 
it is logically sound. If a critic is still unwilling to accept the conclusion, 
that is, if he wishes to speak of such a nature but deny that there is any- 
thing real which exemplifies it, he must show why, despite all that has 
been found in their favour, the premises should be rejected. For if they be 
granted, Anselm is surely right to affirm his conclusion. 


My reservations were prompted by a lingering uncertainty as to what precise- 
ly was the underlying justification for that obscure clause, “which is greater’. 
Thanks to Eder & Ramharter’s definitions, after some necessary tweaking, that 
has become crystal clear. Anselm is relying on a quite general and plausible con- 
ception of why something might be greater than another, plus the quite innocent 
and widely accepted judgement that to exist in reality is good, a claim implicit 
in his three-word comment. With that now clarified, I believe that there are no 
longer any legitimate grounds for withholding endorsement from this argument. 

But does it prove too much? Can its premises not also be used to prove the ex- 
istence of Gaunilo’s Lost Island? We investigated that allegation in §9.5 to §9.8. 


12 Campbell (1976), p. 89. 
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The upshot of that investigation was that, while deductions can be constructed 
which mimic Anselm’s reasoning in P2 up to the point where Anselm deduces 
a contradiction, but at that point the parallelism between Anselm’s Argument 
and the argument Gaunilo presented breaks down. That problem for Gaunilo 
can be repaired, so that an argument which more closely mimics Anselm's 
P2 argument can be constructed to prove that his Lost Island exists in reality. 
But while amending Gaunilo’s parody permits the deduction he intends, that 
outcome is not decisive. We saw in §9.8 that, because the conclusion of Stage 
One entails the first premise of Stage Two, any Gaunilo-style argument which 
deploys Anselm’s premises in Stage One cannot resist being extended to Stage 
Two. Any argument based on the premises from which Anselm deduces the 
supreme existence of God, but which describes his ‘something-than-which- 
no-greater-can be-thought’ as any kind of thing other than God, unavoidably 
generates a contradiction. Since to be effective, any counter-example has to be 
something which is other than God, it follows that no such counter-argument 
is coherent. Anselm's argument in P2 is cogent because his formula is provably 
unalterable as well as unique. 


1.2 The Plausibility of Stage Two 


I pointed out at the beginning of chapter 6 that having established his P2 con- 
clusion, Anselm drops the qualification, “both in the understanding and in 
reality’, a fact rarely noticed by modern commentators. But dropping “in 
reality” is the requisite move if his Argument is to be coherent. In §6.2, I 
showed how inferring “... exists” from “... is in reality” is justified by his choos- 
ing to use the predicate “... is in reality” to engage with the Fool’s denial. That 
inference allows him to extricate himself from the binary concept of existence 
deployed in Stage One. 

Since this inference is obviously sound, it entitles Anselm to carry forward 
the proposition “Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists’. 
He needs that because he is intent upon showing in P3 that God not only ex- 
ists, but that He exists maximally of all. That last claim expresses a richer, grad- 
uated concept of existing which he has inherited from Augustine: a concept 
which admits of lower and higher modes of existing up to a maximum. 


11.2.1 The Concept of Existing Intensely 

So, just as we began our assessment of the plausibility of Anselm's Stage One 
argument by considering the concepts of being in the understanding and 
being in reality, so it is appropriate to begin our assessment of the plausibility 
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of Anselm's Stage Two argument by considering the different concept of exis- 
tence which underlies Stage Two. 

That Anselm has moved beyond the binary concept of existence and is op- 
erating instead with the Augustinian one is manifest in the conclusion of Stage 
Two, a conclusion he anticipates at the very beginning of P3, namely: 


Therefore, something than which a greater cannot be thought so truly 
exists that it could not be thought not to exist. 


Given the prevalence of the binary conception of existence nowadays, this 
Augustinian conception needs explicating. 

I argued in §7.6 that the reference to truth in the conclusion above can be 
justified by the fact that Anselm derives the conclusions of both Stage One 
and Stage Two from his deducing a contradiction from a set of propositions 
consisting of his premises and an assumption which is the opposite of what he 
wants to prove. Those contradictions, as he correctly says, are not possible. In 
each case, he infers that the assumption is false, and therefore his conclusion 
follows. But, in both cases, he could have inferred from that impossibility that 
the assumption in question is not just false, but necessarily false. Thus, those 
conclusions are necessarily true. There is nothing in that reasoning which 
should seem foreign or strange to a modern thinker. 

But, as I elaborated in §7.5, Anselm is writing in an Augustinian tradition, 
which understood truth as admitting of degrees. As I have argued at length 
elsewhere,’ the conception that truth and being admit of degrees goes back 
almost to the beginning of philosophy itself, to the ancient Greeks. In the writ- 
ings of these pioneers, the word aléthes (translated as “true”) is, as now, ap- 
propriately ascribed to what is said — but with this difference: today, almost 
all English-speaking philosophers ignore the extraordinarily diverse range of 
things said to be true, and uncritically presuppose that truth applies exclusively 
to what has the grammatical form of a declarative sentence, despite their dis- 
puting amongst themselves about whether the ‘bearers’ of truth are sentences, 
statements, assertions, propositions, beliefs, etc. This conception generally as- 
sumes that truth and falsity are simply opposite values, of the same logical 
status, which are ascribed to what is said, asserted, or believed.* That is why I 
call it the ‘linguistic conception’ of truth. 

This narrow focus overlooks the fact that in modern everyday discourse 
the word “true” is also commonly used to qualify numerous different kinds of 


13. Campbell (1992), (2011). 
14 I say “generally”, because there have been a few attempts to develop multi-valued logics, 
which admit more values than “true” and “false”. But these have not gained much traction. 
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non-linguistic items. For example, we speak of true and false friends, true love, 
true and counterfeit coins. We commend those who are being true to them- 
selves, to their ideals, to their spouse, etc. We speak of lines, wheels, posts, and 
beams being true. One’s aim can be true, a successful goal-kick can be said to 
be true, breeders of sheep and cattle aim to produce flocks and herds true to 
type; frogs are not true reptiles — the list of examples is endless. And it is no- 
table that Anselm's way of speaking about truth is similarly broad. The point is 
that in these usages, “true” can mean being “reliable”, “faithful”, “authentic”, or 
“hitting the mark’, depending on the relevant nuance. These are notions which 
do admit degrees of success, of being more or less true.® 

On the other hand, for the ancient Greek philosophers, especially Plato, the 
word “true” is ascribed to what is said in a derivative sense. For Plato, however, 
it was a serious and deeply puzzling question how false /ogoi [statements] are 
even possible, a puzzle for which he did not find a solution until he wrote the 
dialogue The Sophist towards the end of his life. Fundamentally, for Plato, truth 
is astate of to on [what is; the real]: to be precise, to be true is to be manifest, not 
forgotten or lost from view, or obscured by an admixture of Otherness (that is, 
Difference). The ultimate locus of truth is, in Plato’s memorable phrase, “ousia 
ontos ousa [really real reality]”: the Forms.!6 And to this Greek way of thinking, 
just as some things are more real than others, so are they more or less true.!” 

That conception of truth - as a state of the real, manifest in varying 
degrees — was then carried over, via the Neoplatonists, into Augustine’s theol- 
ogy. Thereby, God — the Supreme Being who is the creator and source of ev- 
erything else — came to be identified as the Supreme Truth, whilst creatures 
were said to be less true. Throughout the whole medieval period, the stature of 
Augustine was such that this identification of Truth with God was sacrosanct. 
It is very clear that Anselm accepted and operated with this Christianised 
Neoplatonic conception of truth. That way of thinking is behind his glossing 
his Stage Two conclusion as “Therefore, something-than-which-a-greater-can- 
not-be-thought so truly exists that it could not be thought not to exist”.!® So 
when, near the end of P3, having identified something-than-which-a-greater- 


15 I explore these usages in more detail in my The Concept of Truth (2011). 

16 Plato: Phaedrus 247¢c. 

17. Fora more thorough discussion of these different conceptions of truth, see my Truth and 
Historicity (1992), Ch. 4. 

18 Jan Logan prefers to translate Anselm's Latin here as “You truly exist in such a way that 
You cannot be thought not to exist’, in order to leave open the possibility of a Neo- 
Platonic interpretation without assuming it, reflecting, he says, an ambivalence to be 
found in the text (2009:95). But given that the following quotation undoubtedly expresses 
the Christianised Neoplatonic conceptions of truth and existence, both David Smith and 
I prefer the more usual translation. 
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cannot-be-thought with the God to whom he is praying, he asserts this conclu- 
sion, he is claiming that truth to the highest degree characterizes God’s mode 
of existence. He consistently maintained this; in both his earlier Monologion 
and in his later De Veritate he, like Augustine, identifies ‘Supreme Truth’ with 
God. Indeed, the ostensible question of De Veritate is whether “we ought to 
believe that truth in all its forms is God”. Strikingly, in that dialogue Anselm 
develops an analysis in which truth is a matter of facere quod debet; something 
is true to the extent that is ‘does what it ought’ So, a fire is said to be true, when 
it does what fires ought to do, ie., when they heat. And relevant here is the fact 
that some fires are hotter than others. 

I understand that readers might respond to this exposition by saying some- 
thing like: “That is quite interesting, but frankly, I find the idea that some things 
exist more than other things barely intelligible”. So accustomed have we be- 
come to the binary concept of existence, that this Augustinian conception 
seems to make little sense. I disagree. Once one takes into account the many 
examples mentioned where “true” has a meaning which admits of degrees, 
such as those mentioned above, the Augustinian conception can no longer be 
so easily dismissed by those with open minds. One person’s aim can be closer 
to the mark than another's, one person can be more faithful than another, one 
friend can be more reliable than another, one copy can be more accurate than 
another, etc. They are all ‘truer’. 

The next point to note is that mentioned in §7.6, that “so truly” is an in- 
tensifying phrase. When people use expressions such as “truly wonderful’, and 
“truly good’, they are not only emphasizing how wonderful or good something 
is, but they are also saying that the what is wonderful evokes intense wonder, 
and what is good is very good. Indeed, the English word “very” comes from the 
Latin “vere [true]”. Further evidence of our understanding that many proper- 
ties admit of a graduated sense is the frequent use of comparatives and su- 
perlatives. Just think of “good, better, “best”; and “dark’, darker, darkest”; “wise, 
wiser, wisest”; and the many other words which likewise express degrees of 
intensity. The second word in each of those triads ascribes a property more 
intensely, and the third is maximally intense. That shows that the notion of 
things having properties more or less intensely is as intelligible nowadays as 
in ancient times, if not more so: for instance, modern colour theory clearly 
distinguishes hue (a specific colour) from saturation (the degree of intensity of 
that colour) and has precise ways of quantifying both. 

However, I can understand that a modern philosopher, being so habituat- 
ed to thinking of existence as binary, might find quite incomprehensible the 
notion of something existing more intensely. But I drew attention in §7.5 to 
the fact that things which exist contingently do not have a strong ‘hold’ on 
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existence. They typically come into existence and at some time later they cease 
existing. Furthermore, their coming into existence, their continuing to exist, 
and their ceasing to exist, are all conditional upon factors other than them- 
selves. So long as they survive, their existence is to varying extents fragile and 
vulnerable. That is, some things are stronger and less vulnerable than others, 
while other are weaker and more liable to extinction. Since those facts are true 
of everything which is in this world, I contend that they make sense of the 
Augustinian conception of there being degrees of existence. That some things 
could exist more or less intensely than others is therefore an acceptable propo- 
sition, even in the modern world. 

In §7.6, I suggested that, for Anselm, what ensures that something has a 
property intensely is its being unable to be thought not to have that property. 
For that suggestion to be acceptable, it was necessary to show how the no- 
tion of existing intensely makes sense. That, I submit, has now been done. 
This outcome shows Anselm’s expressing his Stage Two conclusion with the 
phrase “... so truly exists that ...”, is perfectly intelligible to modern thinkers 
once they turn their minds to considering it seriously. That was what I set out 
to demonstrate. 


11.2.2 Assessing Stage Two 

With that outcome in hand, we turn to assessing the plausibility of Anselm's 
Stage Two argument in P3. It commences with just one sentence which in- 
troduces his first premise. We saw in §7.1 that the ambiguous Latin sentence 
of Stage Two has to be translated and interpreted as I first proposed in 1976, 
namely: 


It [ie., the same something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
mentioned in the conclusion of P2] can be thought to be something 
which could not be thought not to exist. 


The alternative readings, because they do not presuppose that the subject re- 
fers back to P2, do not entail the conclusion Anselm actually draws, namely 
that this something so truly exists that it cannot be thought not to exist, since 
the Stage Two argument, interpreted as independent of the P2 argument, does 
not establish that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists, 
as the Stage Two conclusion asserts. 

For that reason, I rephrased the premise above so as to render explicit the 
interpretative hypothesis that its subject is the same as the subject of the con- 
clusion of P2. That yielded: 
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If something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought exists, it can be 
thought to be something which could not be thought not to exist. 


That Anselm intended that his premise be understood as conditional upon 
that antecedent is confirmed by the first premise in the constructive dilemma 
he presents in Ri. The conclusion of that argument is: 


Therefore, if it can even be thought, [something ]-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought cannot not exist. 


That conclusion expresses the fact his Stage One conclusion is not just true; it 
is necessary. And we saw in §6.3 that, from that proposition, the major premise 
of Stage Two follows validly. Since something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought cannot not exist, it follows that it can be thought to be something 
which could not be non-existent. 

Normally, having clarified that premise, we could ask: Is it plausible? Of 
course, because it is entailed by the conclusion of Stage One, it is as plau- 
sible as the premises which entail that conclusion. And it has already been 
shown that they are surprisingly innocuous. This premise is a good example of 
Anselm’s deeply held view that what can be thought about something depends 
upon, and is delimited by, what it is. It is this thing which he has introduced in 
P2 as something than which nothing greater can be thought, and which can be 
thought to exist in reality. And now he is proposing that this same thing can be 
thought to be something which could not be thought not to exist. At this stage 
of his overall Argument, Anselm does not understand what this something is. 
But he does understand the expression signifying it, and he does understand 
that it necessarily exists. So, it follows that it can be thought to be something 
which could not be thought not to exist. 

The second premise, like the parallel premise in Stage One, is: 


To be unable to be thought not to exist is good. 


Like the parallel premise in Stage One, this is the premise implicit in Anselm's 
use of the comparative “greater”. To be able to be thought not to exist is not so 
good. If it is good to exist, it surely is good to be unable to be thought not to 
exist. This premise is undoubtedly plausible. 

As we saw in §7.3, from these two premises, and invoking again the two 
definitions introduced in Stage One, it follows that something-than-which- 
nothing-greater-cannot-be-thought could not be thought not to exist. But that 
is not the conclusion Anselm draws. In order to identify what Anselm had in 
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mind so that his conclusion did follow, we eventually, in §5.7, identified two 
considerations which do justify the conclusion he draws. One was the fact that 
the conclusions of both Stage One and Stage Two can be extended so that each 
is necessarily true, since they follow from negating an assumption which en- 
tailed an impossibility. The other was the general principle which in §7.6 I pro- 
posed as a heuristic definition: 


If, and only if, anything which has some property, cannot be thought not 
to have that property, it has that property intensely. 


That this is plausible, not just in the context of the Proslogion, but also to us, 
was the point of the considerations I argued in §11.2.1 above. Faced with those 
considerations, to rule out the possibility that existence might admit of de- 
grees seems prejudicial and pure dogmatism. So, with the two premises plau- 
sible, and this background assumption also rendered plausible, it follows that 
Anselm’s Stage Two argument is cogent. 


11.3 The Plausibility of Stage Three 


Having proved that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought so 
truly exists that it could not be thought not to exist, Anselm identifies it as 
God, and infers that God so truly exists that it could not be thought not to 
exist. We saw in chapter 8 that there are two independent arguments for this: a 
theological argument; and a metaphysical argument. And we found two alter- 
native ways of interpreting this passage. Both ways of interpreting this passage 
deliver formally valid arguments. I favour the second, for the reasons I argued 
in §8.8. 


11.3.1 The Theological Argument 
The premises of the theological argument are: 


(9) For if some mind could think of something better than You, the 
creature would ascend above the Creator, and pass judgement on 
the Creator. 

(10) For a creature to ascend above the Creator, and pass judgement on 
the Creator, is quite absurd. 


These two premises would only be acceptable to someone who already believes 
that everything other than God has been created by Him. Anselm nevertheless 
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does have reason to argue in this way. He knows that his three-stage Argument 
is novel, and up to this point has not explicitly drawn on any theological con- 
siderations at all. It was therefore incumbent upon him to demonstrate that his 
procedure has led to a theologically acceptable conclusion. From the Preface, 
we learn that Anselm wrote the Monologion in response to appeals from some 
of his brothers, and he explains how the Proslogion is his attempt to improve 
on that earlier work. So, at least one of the audiences for whom he has written 
this work are his fellow monks — and, no doubt, his archbishop! That he should 
show how his Argument is theologically sound from a Christian perspective is 
therefore a highly relevant and prudent objective. I doubt that Anselm would 
have expected non-believers to find these premises plausible, although the tar- 
get audience for this argument would. 


11.3.2 The Metaphysical Argument 

I have argued in §8.8 in favour of that interpretation which sees a second, 
metaphysical argument for his two stated conclusions in this passage. Whether 
or not this way of reading the passage is accepted, it is incontrovertible that 
there is a second premise which entails that God is something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought and that He so truly is that He cannot be thought 
not to exist, and that He is unique in alone being unable to be thought not to 
exist. This premise is: 


(1) Whatever is other than God can be thought not to exist. 


It is a fact that this premise, together with the conclusion of Stage Two, entails 
those three conclusions. There are two questions which anyone who favours 
this interpretation has to answer. The first is: why would Anselm produce a 
second argument for a conclusion he has already deduced? I addressed that 
question in §8.9. 

The second question is: Is the premise of the metaphysical argument one 
to which anyone with a rational mind could give assent? We examined in §8.6 
and §8.7 objections raised by Jasper Hopkins and David Smith that the meta- 
physical argument is question-begging and circular, and found those objec- 
tions unsustainable when this premise is read precisely and literally as putting 
aside the issue of whether God exists. On that reading, the subject of this 
premise is “whatever is other than God” and the premise asserts nothing about 
God. In order to make clear that this premise does not presuppose, nor conver- 
sationally assert, anything about God, we deduced a reformulated variant of it 
in §8.8 as: 
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If God does not exist, then everything can be thought not to exist. 


All of Anselm’s conclusions still validly follow from that amended premise. 
There could hardly be a stronger vindication than that. 


11.3.3 Everything Other than God 

So, is it true that if God does not exist, everything can be thought not to exist? 
That is the question Anselm addressed at length in his Reply, in what, following 
Smith, we have called the ‘Conditions passages’. In those passages, which we 
discussed in §8.7, Anselm argues that whatever satisfies any of those condi- 
tions can be thought not to exist. And, as Smith acknowledges, Anselm clearly 
regards that list as exhaustive. Without rehearsing those considerations yet 
again, let us ask more broadly, could any rational mind agree that, setting the 
question of God’s existence aside, everything can be thought not to exist? 

In Anselm’s day, that was a difficult question to answer, because, as we 
noted in §8.8, according to the Boethian cosmology, the heavenly bodies were 
said to be necessary beings. That is understandable. The stars are high above 
the Earth, and to the naked eye it appears as if they are not made of matter. 
Material things do not stay up above the Earth since, according to Aristotelian 
metaphysics, it is in their natures to fall down unless something prevents them 
from doing so. Furthermore, change, so Aristotle had held, is to be explained 
as an exchange of forms in matter. So, while heavenly bodies move in regular 
patterns, they seem to be changeless otherwise. Nevertheless, from Anselm’s 
perspective, since they are part of ‘the heavens and the earth’, they have been 
created. More to the point, they are temporally extended, and therefore they 
do not exist at each moment in their entirety, and so they can still be thought 
not to exist despite their necessarily existing. 

The question — if God does not exist, can everything be thought not to 
exist? — is much easier to answer today. No-one now seriously thinks of the 
stars as necessary beings; the Boethian cosmology has been abandoned. The 
revolution in thinking about this issue was initiated by Galileo’s observation 
that the moon, when seen through his newly invented telescope, looks to be 
just as material as the Earth. And today, our best cosmology regards the entire 
universe, and everything in it, as originating in the Big Bang, approximately 
13.8 billion years ago. So, the universe, and everything in it, had a beginning, 
and Anselm’s claim that anything which has a beginning can be thought to 
not exist, therefore, applies to the universe as a whole, and to everything in it. 

Therefore, taking into account what has been revealed by modern sci- 
ence, and leaving the question whether God exists aside, it is more than 
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plausible — indeed it is strongly confirmed — that everything which is in the 
universe can be thought not to exist. 

But what about those things which can be thought to exist but do not exist? 
From Anselm’s premise in R5, if they do not exist they are able not to exist, 
and what is able not to exist can be thought not to exist, so they too can be 
thought not to exist. So not only can everything which exists (other than God) 
be thought not to exist, but also everything which can be thought to exist, but 
does not exist, can be thought not to exist. And even if, as some have specu- 
lated, prior to the Big Bang there was some ‘pre-cosmos’ which collapsed in on 
itself, thereby causing the Big Bang, that ‘pre-cosmos’ has now ceased to exist. 
Therefore, it too can be thought not to exist. 

The only things in the modern world which might be suggested as excep- 
tions to Anselm’s premise are abstract objects, such as numbers and (according 
to some philosophical theories) propositions. We do not know what Anselm's 
position was on the ontological status of mathematics, since he never system- 
atically addressed the topic. But there is a rather obscure passage in P20 where 
he argues that God is “before and beyond even eternal things’, since without 
God they “cannot exist at all, whereas You are in no way lessened even if they 
return to nothingness”. So, it seems that even those eternal things, whatever 
they are, can be thought not to exist. 

Given his Augustinian background, it would be reasonable to presume that 
Anselm would have attributed the timeless character of mathematical prop- 
ositions to their being Ideas in the Divine Intellect. For example, Augustine 
argues in his De Libero Arbitrio that numbers are not perceived by our bodily 
senses, but by our reason, and they obey fixed and unchangeable laws, and 
are common to everyone. So, along with wisdom, numbers are the paradigms 
of an unchangeable Truth which transcends human thinking. From that he 
concludes,!9 


If there is anything more excellent than wisdom, doubtless it is God, and 
if there is not something more excellent, then truth itself is God. 


It was commonly believed throughout the medieval period that the truths of 
mathematics are eternal and necessary because they are internal to the Divine 
Intellect. That belief was not seriously called into question until the 17th cen- 
tury. Then, it was challenged by Descartes, who proposed that even the eternal 
truths were created — products of God’s will — and the reason why they are 
unchangeable is simply that God does not change His will. Once that break 


19 Augustine: De Libero Arbitrio, 11, xv. 
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with the Augustinian conception had occurred, the way was open for even 
more radical ideas. Within a generation, Thomas Hobbes seized on the idea 
that mathematics was indeed created — but not by God! He wrote, “We demon- 
strate geometry because we make it’.?° Soon after, Giambattista Vico grounded 
Hobbes’ dictum in a systematic understanding of what is required for perfect 
knowledge. Arguing that perfect knowledge is available only to the maker of 
what is known, he wrote,?! 


We are able to demonstrate geometrical propositions because we create 
them; were it possible for us to supply demonstrations of propositions of 
physics, we would be capable of creating them ex nihilo as well. 


This is not the place to present an exposition of the history of mathematics, 
but a few more historical facts are relevant. Building on the work of Hermann 
Grassmann, Charles Sanders Pierce, and Richard Dedekind, Giuseppe Peano 
published in 1889 a formalized system of arithmetic in which all arithmeti- 
cal truths could be deduced from a set of axioms. Then in 1893, Gottlob Frege 
published the first volume of his Grundgesetze der Arithmetik (Basic Laws of 
Arithmetic) in which he showed how Peano’s axioms could in turn be derived 
from his system of logic. Unfortunately, this system also permitted the deriva- 
tion of self-referential sets which generated contradictions, as Bertrand Russell 
discovered. That led Russell to collaborate with Alfred North Whitehead to 
produce a modification of Frege’s system. They introduced into the system a 
theory of types, that is, a classification of types of predicate which rules out as 
not well-formed any proposition in which a predicate of a certain type can be 
predicated of any subject of the same syntactic type. This effectively ruled out 
self-referential sets as ill-formed. Frege and Russell shared the ambition of re- 
ducing arithmetic to pure logic but found that some mathematical truths were 
also ruled out by their theory of types, which was more than they intended. 
They intended only to rule out only self-reference. So, Russell & Whitehead 
had to introduce extra axioms to ensure that those mathematical truths which 
would have been ruled out by the theory of types could still be validly deduced. 
Whether those extra axioms are /ogical truths is still much debated, and the 
issue sparked efforts to find alternative ways of achieving the same ambition. 
Howbeit, there now exist a number of different axiomatic set theories from 
which arithmetical truths can be deduced. 


20 Hobbes, De Corpore. 
21 Vico, De Nostri Temporis Studiorum Ratione, 1v. 
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What can be said about these developments is that numbers, and the math- 
ematical truths which describe them, can be reduced to some version of set 
theory, and while those truths are timeless, the axioms themselves are human 
inventions. Some sort of constructivism now prevails as explaining the foun- 
dations of logic and mathematics: a way of understanding which licensed the 
construction of non-Euclidean geometries in the 19th century, and alternative 
set theories, and more recently, alternative systems of logic in the 2oth. Few 
today would claim that mathematics and logic are eternal truths of a kind sub- 
stantial enough to provide counter-examples to Anselm’s premise. 


113.4 Assessing Stage Three 

I conclude that this final premise in Anselm’s Argument is not only plausi- 
ble; its truth is empirically grounded by current cosmological theory. We have 
found no reason not to accept the premises of all three stages, and in Chapters 
4 to 8 we have seen that his reasoning is valid. In the Appendix that chain of 
argumentation is presented in such a way that readers can verify for them- 
selves how the inference rules legitimize each step. With its plausible prem- 
ises, and sound deductions, I now believe that Anselm is right to claim that 
his three-stage Argument, as we have reconstructed here, is so obvious to any 
rational mind that the Fool's denial is effectively refuted. Anselm has proved 
that the God to whom he is praying is something than which a greater can- 
not be thought, and so truly exists that He could not be thought not to exist. 
Therefore, He exists most truly and maximally. 

In the light of that outcome, how might someone who does not want to 
accept Anselm’s conclusions continue to reject them? Has the Fool any come- 
back? Consider again the premise in P3 of the metaphysical argument. Even 
when that argument is understood in the most sceptical sense — if God does 
not exist, everything can be thought not to exist — it is still sufficient to prove 
that God exists, given the conclusion of Stage Two. What then can atheists do 
about Anselm’s proof of that Stage Two conclusion? They have to find fault 
with it too. But it has been demonstrated that the first premise is entailed by 
the conclusion of P2. So, it has to be accepted if the argument in Stage one is 
valid, which it is. The only objection an atheist can make is to refuse to speak 
of things being ‘greater’. They cannot, however, reasonably claim that the word 
is meaningless. They have two options: 


a) The first is to propose that the presupposition of Anselm’s formula is false. 
That is: the concept of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is 
not coherent. That contention implies that everything is such that something 
greater than it can be thought. Thus, not only is the series of natural numbers 
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infinitely extendible, but everything has a place within a hierarchy of conceiv- 
ably lesser and greater things, ad infinitum. But the sense in which one natural 
number is larger than its predecessor is quite different from Anselm's concept 
of greater. In the number series, every number after zero has the same relation 
to its predecessor. Reiterating that relation produces a larger number, but not 
a ‘greater’ number in his sense. 

b) Alternatively, it might be denied that anything is greater than anything 
else. Otherwise, Anselm’s scale of lesser and greater things can be invoked to 
make sense of “something than which a greater cannot be thought”. Those who 
embrace this option have to understand themselves to be living in a very ‘flat’ 
world, in which nothing is greater than anything else; everything would be 
equally great, or good. This would be a very extreme metaphysical democracy! 
Such a position would have to admit that, if there are two things which have all 
the essential properties in common, and one of them has an additional non- 
essential property which it is good to have, but which the other does not have, 
it is nevertheless not the case that the former is greater than the latter. That is 
so extreme as to be absurd. And if everything is as great, or as good, as anything 
else, that would seem to abolish at one fell swoop the whole domain of moral 
and ethical thinking. 

Neither option seems plausible. 


11.4 Being Able to Exist or Not to Exist 


Anselm’s achievement in reformulating his argument in Reply 9 avoids the dif- 
ficulties we encountered in P2 of establishing that the thing itself than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the understanding. But, as we noted in §8.8, 
that response throws a lot of weight onto this condition: that something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be thought. 

Now, I have repeatedly maintained that for Anselm what can be thought 
about something is constrained by what it is possible for it to be and do. And 
in §10.2 we saw that his way of understanding possibility and necessity are dif- 
ferent from the modern notions of logical possibility and necessity. It is not 
that Anselm lacks an understanding of the related notions of logical possibility 
and logical necessity; the sophisticated way he handles inferences and con- 
structs logical impossibilities in the course of his arguments is the work of a 
very impressive logical mind. But he does not reduce the concept of possibility 
to what is not contradictory. Instead, he has a rich sense of the possible as re- 
ferring to what a thing is able to do, its abilities and capacities. 
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We noted in §10.2 how Smith has provided an accurate account of how 
Anselm understands necessities and abilities. Yet he confesses to finding it ‘ut- 
terly perplexing from a logical point of view’. He writes: 


It treats as an ability what is in fact an imperfection: ontological weak- 
ness, as it were. And it ascribes it to a non-existent. When this improper 
manner of expression is tidied up in accordance with Anselm’s instruc- 
tions, we see that it is far from expressing any triviality of modal logic. 
Indeed, Anselm's contention expresses a claim that is utterly perplexing 
from a merely logical point of view. Anselm’s contention expresses the 
idea that if something is able not to exist (ie., it is possible for it not to 
exist) something else does exist! If it follows from the fact that something 
does not exist that it “can” (albeit in an improper sense) not exist, some- 
thing is required to possess a power so that this (improper) ascription of 
ability can be properly grounded. 


Rather than finding this perplexing, my own assessment is that there is a lot 
to be said in defence of Anselm’s contention from a modern scientific point of 
view. 

I submit that Anselm's way of understanding abilities is, in fact, vindicated 
by the increasing recognition in modern science, especially in modern biology 
and physiology, of the centrality of the concept of ‘function’ For instance, the 
proper function of a kidney is to filter a body's blood. Kidneys serve that func- 
tion efficiently and effectively when they are functioning properly; indeed, it 
is what they have evolved to do. And so long as my kidneys keep functioning 
properly, they contribute to my ability to stay alive. Whether I exist next year, 
or not, depends on my being able to keep on existing, and whether I am able to 
keep on existing depends (in part) on whether my vital organs keep function- 
ing above critical levels. Of course, there are multiple other conditions which 
also have to be satisfied: that I can keep on accessing food, water, and fresh air; 
that I do not suffer a fatal accident; that I do not contract a deadly infection, 
etc. There is nothing remarkable in the fact that my ability both to exist and 
not to exist requires that something which is not identical to the whole of me 
exists. Those abilities do require lots of things to possess powers which will 
determine which of those abilities succeed. 

This example fits into a much wider picture. Since the Big Bang, entities 
have emerged as configurations of process-systems which organize themselves 
either into energy wells in a state close to equilibrium, or into relatively stable 


22 Smith (2014), p. 77. 
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far-from-equilibrium process systems. The latter maintain themselves through 
their interactions with their environments, for only by eliciting energy from 
their environment can they remain relatively stable and keep on existing. The 
most obvious examples of the latter sort of systems are living creatures, but 
self-maintenance occurs also in non-organic phenomena, such as a candle 
flame.?? Once the functioning of self-maintenant systems become increasingly 
inefficient, there comes a time when they are unable to elicit the requisite en- 
ergy from their environments. When they cease being self-maintenant, they 
cease existing; that is a consequence of the Second Law of Thermodynamics. 
On the other hand, those things which are ‘energy wells’ are less dependent on 
interactions with their environments to keep on existing. They persist because 
their internal forces balance one another, so their internal state is close to equi- 
librium. They are still vulnerable, although a great deal of input of external 
energy is needed to disrupt their stability. 

Those interactions are necessary for the existence and continued existence 
of every entity in the universe. And that is why they are able to exist, and 
(speaking improperly) are able not to exist. Anything which is able to exist has 
sufficient and properly functioning powers within itself to maintain itself in 
existence through its interactions with what is other than itself. For Anselm, 
of course, the coming into existence and the continued existence of anything 
depends ultimately upon God’s will. But more proximately, anything which is 
in a far-from-equilibrium state is able to keep on existing provided it continues 
to draw from others the energy it needs to survive. And in all cases, the per- 
sistence of both those entities whose internal states are far-from-equilibrium, 
and those entities which are energy wells, is dependent on other sources of 
power not exercising whatever abilities they might have to obliterate it. So, 
there we have, admittedly in sketchy form, a very modern account of how abil- 
ities and capacities depend upon other existing things in order to maintain 
their existence. From a purely logical point of view, that might seem perplex- 
ing, but Anselm has a sound grasp of the ontological conditions necessary for 
existence. He could not have defended his understanding as I have, since the 
relevant science had not yet been developed. But his intuitions on the matter 
were insightful. 


23‘ explain and defend a fuller account of these points in my The Metaphysics of Emergence 
(2015). 
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1.5 Whatcan be Thought 


Just as the abilities of a thing to exist or not are grounded in the natural abili- 
ties of itself and others, so is how it can be thought. As we saw in §8.4, what 
is and is not conceivable is, for Anselm, “an epistemic registration of a certain 
manner of existing” (as Smith so aptly describes it). How it is possible for some- 
thing to be thought is not determined merely by what is logically possible, nor 
by our cognitive imaginations, but by how it is. Can we think of figs growing 
on thistles? It is commonly believed these days that any bizarre thought is 
logically possible, provided that, on its own, it does not entail a contradiction. 
Since the proposition “Figs can grow on thistles” does not seem contradictory, 
of course we can think that figs can grow on thistles! But that is not Anselm's 
view. It is possible to grow nectarines by hybridizing peaches and plums, but 
hybridization has its limits. For Anselm, what ‘can be thought’ is constrained 
by the natures of what is being thought about. If the natures of figs and thistles 
are such that it is not possible to grow figs on thistles, that cannot seriously be 
thought. So, ‘what can be thought’ is not just thinking of something which is 
logically possible. To mimic what he says about God in P4, no-one who under- 
stands what thistles and figs are could think that figs could grow on thistles. 

The whole point of all the attempts to extract from his arguments some sort 
of Modal Ontological Argument is to set aside this way of understanding abili- 
ties and reinterpret them instead in terms of logical possibilities. But that is 
the very reason why these attempts to convert Anselm’s preoccupation with 
‘what can be thought’ into modern-sounding propositions couched in terms 
of logical possibility and necessity, all appear to be so implausible. To those 
accustomed to thinking of possibilities strictly in terms of logical possibility, 
Anselm’s understanding of abilities is sure to seem perplexing, but it seems to 
me that that perplexity is due to too blinkered a view. 

Anselm's understanding of conceivability and possibility has been thor- 
oughly explored by David Smith in his Anselm’s Other Argument. He devotes 
almost 50 pages to a detailed investigation of these issues. Rather than repeat- 
ing his account, I commend it as a meticulous and sound exposition. He con- 
cludes, “when we take Anselm’s whole view of things into account — including 
the actual existence of God — possible non-existence in Anselm’s sense and 
conceivability are indeed co-extensive.”** That confirms my understanding of 
Anselm’s Conceivability Rule. It justifies his Reply 5 principle, and his inferring 
that, even if that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is only in the un- 
derstanding, it can be thought to be in reality. As Smith rightly observes, “all of 
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Anselm’s assertions about what is possible are ultimately grounded on what 
is actually the case”. For that very reason, Anselm's arguments are misrepre- 
sented when cast into the fashionable framework of ‘possible worlds’. 

We noted in §10.8 that Smith converts the causal argument he extracted 
from Anselm’s Ri into an argument which “bears some resemblance to the 
Modal Ontological Argument”. His reason for doing so is his perception that 
there is simply no consensus concerning what does and what does not follow 
from the fact that something can or cannot be conceived — nor even concern- 
ing what is and is not conceivable. It seems to me, however, that just as we have 
found vindication of Anselm’s way of understanding abilities, including the 
ability to exist, or not to exist, so his understanding of the ability of thought as 
constrained by the nature of things thought about makes good sense. 

Another tack taken by many commentators is to interpret Anselm’s claims 
about what can and cannot be thought simply as reports of people’s psycho- 
logical capacities. But that is reading in a modern, and arguably wrong, view 
that how we think is at best only loosely connected with how things are. I have 
argued elsewhere” that this split between thought and reality has its roots in 
John Locke's contention in the 17th century that we do not know the ‘real es- 
sences’ of things. For if we do not know what makes something to be the sort of 
thing it is, and to behave the way it typically does, then how we think of things 
is possibly quite different from how they are in themselves. Kant’s distinction 
between phenomena and things-in-themselves is a consequence of this split, 
and it has passed down to later generations of thinkers who simply assume 
that what can be thought has nothing much to do with how things are. An 
influential instance of this is the development of a philosophical psychology 
which understands perception as being on the receiving end of a causal chain 
of sensory inputs — what philosophers often call sensations — out of which we 
then construct our thoughts and beliefs whose correspondence to reality is 
deeply problematic. 

However, this empiricist view that our mental life is based on the false as- 
sumption that perception is at bottom a causal process in which we are passive 
recipients of information. Such a view fails to take into account how our very 
existence is sustained through our interactions with the world around us, and 
that what perception provides is information relevant to what we can do, to 
what has the potential to be useful.?® This has been highlighted by the psycholo- 
gist James Gibson, who emphasized that perception is a matter of perceiving 


25 Campbell (1992), ch.10. 
26 __ Bickhard and Ritchie (1983), pp. 16 & 85. 
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affordances.”” That is, the various phenomena we perceive each offer, or afford, 
specific possibilities as to what can be done with them, and what they can do. 
These possibilities are constrained by the interaction between the perceiver’s 
bodily capabilities and the properties and relations of those phenomena. This 
notion, that in our interactions with our environment we discover affordances, 
accords well with Anselm’s insistence that, just as claims about what can and 
cannot be thought are not merely about logical possibilities, neither are they 
just about psychological capacities, where the latter are regarded as distinct 
from what is misleadingly called ‘the external world. It is not often recognized 
that this way of regarding the psychological domain as distinct from the onto- 
logical domain is a persistent hangover from Cartesian dualism. In this regard, 
we have still a lot to learn from Anselm about how what can be thought has 
ontological import. As Smith has argued:?® 


If Anselm's claims about what is and is not conceivable had merely psy- 
chological import, Anselm would never infer anything about an object or 
state of affairs or the truth-value of any proposition from the fact that it 
cannot be conceived not to exist or to obtain or to be true. But he does, 
repeatedly. 


And so do we, in our everyday interactions with the world and one another. We 
are constantly learning what both we, and what is other than us, can and can- 
not do, and that learning provides the material for what we can, and cannot, 
think. It follows that what we can think is informative about our own reality 
and that of what is other than us. That assessment calls into question the con- 
ventional understanding of Anselm’s Argument as an attempt to infer what is 
real purely from thinking. In the next chapter we will accordingly address the 
question: What kind of proof has Anselm presented? 


27 Gibson (1979). 
28 Smith (2014), p. 57. 


CHAPTER 12 


The Character of the Argument 


Anselm clearly understood that he had succeeded in his aim to construct a 
‘proof’ of the existence of God. That he regards his Arguments as a ‘proof’ is 
evident in his announcement in the Preface that his unum argumentum would 
need no other to ‘prove’ itself (ad se probandum) but itself alone, and would 
suffice by itself to establish that God truly exists. He also uses the verb “prove” 
(probare) thirteen times in the Reply. The most striking instances are in Rio, 
where he concludes: 


I believe that I have now shown [monstravi]| that in my aforementioned 
little book I proved [probasse] — not by weak, but by sufficiently neces- 
sary argumentation — that something than which a greater cannot be 
thought exists in reality, and [that argumentation] was not undermined 
by any sound objection. For the meaning of this phrase contains such 
force in itself, that this very thing which is spoken of, which is of necessity 
understood and thought of by itself, is also proved [probatur] to be that 
very thing, which is whatever it is necessary to believe about the divine 
substance. 


There can be no doubt that Anselm was satisfied that he had proved his con- 
clusions about God, and that Gaunilo’s objections, especially the Lost Island, 
are unsound. 

But what does he mean by “prove”? And, if Anselm has such a powerful 
proof, why does he appear reluctant to claim that his argument would suffice 
to convince atheists? 


12.1 Anselm’s Audience? 


Let us approach this question by asking another: Who is Anselm trying to per- 
suade with his proof? 

The first, and most obvious, answer to this latter question is: himself! We 
need to cast our minds back to the very beginning, to P1, where he beseeches 
God to assist him in raising his mind in order that he may understand what he 
believes. And we have seen that by “understanding”, he means seeing that what 
he believes about God is true, in the light of the plausible reasons which entail 
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that those beliefs are true. This Argument is no theoretical exercise for Anselm; 
it is intensely personal, as he reasons his own way through to its conclusions. 
The truth of that is not gainsaid by the fact that he says at the end of P3 that 
“{t is obvious to anyone with a rational mind that God exists maximally of all’. 

There is no consensus amongst commentators about whether or not 
Anselm’s reference to ‘anyone with a rational mind’ is meant to identify his 
intended audience. But he has a perfectly good reason to set as a test for the co- 
gency of his Argument that it be obvious to any rational mind. Unless it passes 
that test, he could not legitimately claim that he has attained a proper under- 
standing of the existence of God. Manifestly, he is satisfied that his proof does 
pass that test. And he is right to be satisfied. Anselm again refers to ‘a rational 
mind’ in R8, where he argues that: 


For since every lesser good is good insofar as it is similar to a greater 
good, it is clear to any rational mind that in ascending from lesser goods 
to greater goods, we can conceive that than which [illud quo] nothing 
greater can be thought. 


Beyond serving as a test for Anselm himself, it is easy to read his declaration at 
the end of P3 as claiming that anyone with a rational mind, who worked their 
way through his argument, would acknowledge that the premises cannot plau- 
sibly be denied, and would see that each step does indeed follow from those 
premises, and therefore would come to see that its conclusions cannot be de- 
nied. From that, it is a short step to claim that such a person would therefore 
be convinced and endorse the conclusions. These two passages suggest that 
not only had Anselm satisfied his own rational mind that his Argument was 
cogent, but also that anyone else who followed its reasoning with an open and 
rational mind would find it cogent too. 

Jonathan Barnes is typical of many commentators in claiming that Anselm 
“certainly intended to present an argument for the existence of God which pre- 
supposed no articles of faith’! and David Smith concludes an examination of 
various passages by saying:? “I regard this evidence as incontrovertible. Anselm 
did take himself to have provided a cogent proof of God’s existence.” I agree. 
I cannot see how the text can be read otherwise. We have seen that his argu- 
ments in P3, which culminate in the conclusion that God so truly exists that he 


1 Barnes (1972), p. 6. This statement is not quite right; the theological argument in Anselm's 
Stage Three does presuppose an article of faith, but needs to be complemented by the meta- 
physical argument, which does not. 

2 Smith (2014), p. 11. 
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could not be thought not to exist, depend upon the argument in P2, which is 
a proof of the existence of something which eventually he argues is identical 
to God. 

But citing those passages does not settle the question as to what kind of 
proof Anselm understood himself to have constructed. It is in the context of 
speculating about this that Smith looked for, but failed to find, a non-question- 
begging argument for identifying God with something than which a greater 
cannot be thought. He notes that Barnes (like many others) “suggests that 
when Anselm sets out to prove God’s existence, he [i.e., Barnes] clearly means 
that Anselm set out to provide a proof that would be acceptable to any rational 
person, whether or not that person already has faith’? But, he argues, the two 
passages which show that Anselm did indeed intend to provide a proof of the 
existence of God — his summary in the Preface of what he intends to prove, 
and the title of P2 — do not support the oft-repeated assumption that Anselm 
intended his proof to convince any and every rational person:* 


The first two at best simply announce that Anselm has proved that God 
exists. There is no indication of the kind of person for whom Anselm sup- 
posed his proof would be persuasive. It is no good insisting that if Anselm 
regarded something as a proof, he must have regarded it as something 
that has cogency for any rational person. 


Smith continues, citing Ru: 


What Anselm writes is that he is concerned to prove God's existence 
against [contra] the Fool. He does not claim to have tried to prove God's 
existence to the Fool. 


I endorse Smith’s contention; Anselm is not trying to convince the Fool that 
God exists. The Fool is his paradigmatic atheist. And atheism is a profoundly 
paradoxical position to hold. It is not accurate to describe atheists simply as 
people who do not believe in God; rather, they are disbelievers. A disbeliev- 
er is a kind of believer; atheists believe that God does not exist. Not everyone 
who does not believe in God is a disbeliever; there are many who do not have 
any beliefs about God, neither positive nor negative. And there are those who 
call themselves ‘agnostics’. All of those are properly called ‘unbelievers’. What 
is paradoxical about atheists is that they do have beliefs about God: atheists 


3 Smith (2014), p. 11. 
4 Smith (2014), p. 1. 
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believe there is no God. The ironic fact is that they take God too seriously! They 
have a strong belief about something which they believe does not exist. For 
atheists to be convinced that God exists they would have to change their be- 
liefs, and only they can do that; neither Anselm, nor anyone else, can do that 
for them. 

Anselm never tells his readers that he believes the Fool can be convinced 
of anything. He does conclude the first phase of the argument in P2 with the 
following: 


Therefore, even the Fool is committed to accepting (convincitur) that 
something than which nothing greater can be thought is at any rate in the 
understanding, because when he hears it he understands it, and what- 
ever is understood is in the understanding. 


And some translations render “convictitur” as “is convinced”. But I observed 
in §4.6 that that is a mistake. Anselm makes an analogous but negative point 
in R8. Shortly after the passage quoted above, in which he explains how a ra- 
tional mind can ascend a scale of lesser and greater goods, and thereby come 
to conceive that thing [é/ud] than which nothing greater can be thought, he 
comments, 


Thus, the Fool, who does not accept sacred authority, can easily be refut- 
ed, if he denies that [something] than which a greater cannot be thought 
can be conceived from other things. 


But refuting a denial is not the same as convincing someone that the opposite 
of what is denied is true. Anselm does not say that the Fool can be convinced 
of anything. As I have emphasized, after the first phase of Stage One, the Fool 
disappears from the Argument. 

David Smith, however, thinks that the Fool continues to be Anselm’s audi- 
ence up until the end of Stage Two, that is, up to the point where he has de- 
duced the conclusions he wants about this something, but before he identifies 
it as God. For instance, in his discussion of Stage Two, Smith argues against 
the interpretation of its premise as the impersonal claim that, “It is possible to 
conceive that there is something which could not be conceived not to exist”. In 
that context, he writes:5 


5 Smith (2014), p. 83. 
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Anselm himself firmly believes that there is (and can be) only one thing 
that cannot be conceived not to exist: namely, G [= something than which 
a greater cannot be thought]. Given this, why on earth should Anselm ex- 
pect his intended audience — the Fool — to grant that there is something 
that cannot be conceived not to exist? 


Smith has told me that he believes that Anselm envisaged the Fool as some- 
one who could be convinced that something than which a greater cannot be 
thought exists (in P2), and who could be convinced that it cannot be conceived 
not to exist (in P3), given that its existence has been ascertained first. He also 
believes that the Fool could be convinced that, even if something is such that 
it cannot be conceived not to exist, nothing other than something-than-which- 
a-greater-cannot-be-thought is like this (this last being supported by the 
‘conditions’ passages in the Reply). 

While I do not believe Anselm ever envisaged that he could convince the 
Fool of anything, there is something right in Smith’s contention: At the end of 
P3 Anselm asks: 


Why then has the Fool said in his heart, ‘There is no God’, when it is obvi- 
ous to the rational mind that You exist most greatly of all’. 


So, it seems that Anselm thought any rational mind should be able to follow 
his Argument, not just to the end of Stage Two, but right up to the end of Stage 
Three. But following an argument is one thing; being convinced by it is another. 

Iam more inclined to believe that the Fool's disappearance at the end of the 
first phase of Stage One is deliberate. My assessment of the textual evidence is 
that Anselm introduces the Fool into his Argument only for the purposes I set 
out in §9.3. He needs to demonstrate that his Argument obeys Boethius’ rules 
for constructing arguments: that it begins on common ground shared with his 
opponent. That is a dialectical requirement, not a logical requirement. He also 
uses the Fool as a foil to establish that: 


— that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be thought; 

— that it is legitimate to infer that this object of thought is a proper subject of 
description and reasoning; and 

— something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be thought of, and 
thought about, independently of whether it exists or not. 


Once he has established that common ground, and those logical licences, he 
has no further use for the Fool. He shows no further interest in him, other than 
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to wonder, after he has completed this three-stage argument, why he said in 
his heart that God does not exist, and how he could have thought the unthink- 
able. As Anselm says at the end of P3, the Fool is foolish and stupid; he is not 
Anselm’s paradigm of a rational mind! 

Having determined that the Fool is not Anselm's intended audience, it is 
appropriate to point out something about this Argument that might seem too 
pedantic to be taken seriously. However, I believe it is highly significant. It is 
as plain as day who is Anselm’s audience; he is speaking to God! God is his pri- 
mary audience. That his form of discourse is mostly written in the discourse 
of prayer is no triviality. It has a considerable bearing upon the issues we have 
been trying to sort through. 

He does, however, explain in the Preface how, having struggled against an 
idea which seemed to keep imposing itself upon him, he embraced what he 
had sought to drive out. He then writes: 


Considering that what I rejoiced at having discovered would, if it were 
written down, be pleasing to someone or other reading it, I wrote the fol- 
lowing work on this question and certain others, in the guise of someone 
trying to lift up his mind to contemplate God and seeking to understand 
what he believes. 


So that is how he presents himself: as someone trying to lift up his mind to 
contemplate God and seeking to understand what he believes. Yet, by writing it 
down, and publishing his ‘little work’, he has also addressed it to two secondary 
audiences: his brother monks; and simply ‘someone or other’, that is, anyone. 
Let us consider those two secondary audiences in turn. 


12.2 The Circle of Faith 


Since one of his secondary audiences consists of his brother monks, it is appro- 
priate that in Stage Three he offers them a theological argument for identifying 
God as something-than-which-a greater-cannot-be-thought. But is the entire 
Argument meant to be purely theological in nature? Famously, the theologian 
Karl Barth has argued that what Anselm understands by a proof is:® 


Not a science that can be unravelled by the Church’s faith and that es- 
tablishes the Church’s faith in a source outside of itself. It is a question 


6 Barth (1931/1960), p. 170. 


THE CHARACTER OF THE ARGUMENT 411 


of theology. It is a question of a proof of faith by faith which was already 
established in itself without proof. 


In Barth’s reconstruction, Anselm’s Argument begins with his assuming a Name 
of God, the meaning of which implies the statement “God exists” is necessary,” 
and he has no desire to convince or refute the Fool. According to Barth:§ 


The knowledge which the proof seeks to expound and impart is the 
knowledge which is peculiar to faith, knowledge of what is believed from 
what is believed. 


In other words, Anselm’s Argument moves entirely within the circle of faith. 
For this reason, Barth contends:9 


That Anselm's Proof of the Existence of God has repeatedly been called 
the ‘Ontological’ Proof of God, that commentators have refused to see 
that it is in a different book altogether from the well-known teaching of 
Descartes and Leibniz, that anyone could seriously think it is even re- 
motely affected by what Kant put forward against these doctrines — all 
that is so much nonsense on which no more words ought to be wasted. 


This judgement is certainly right on two points: Anselm’s Argument is very 
different from those propounded by Descartes and Leibniz; and it is not vul- 
nerable to Kant’s objection to the Ontological Argument. But those two points 
are established by our analysis of the logic of the Argument, not by any theo- 
logical appeal. Barth’s reason for those judgements — that Anselm’s Argument 
depends upon knowledge peculiar to faith: a revealed Name of God - is quite 
another matter. 

Barth claims that Anselm’s identification of God as that-than-which-a 
greater-cannot-be-thought is itself an article of Christian faith, and that it de- 
pends upon knowledge given by God Himself. Calling Anselm’s formula ‘God’s 
real Name’, Barth asks:!° 


7 Barth (1931/1960), p. 73. 

8 Barth (1931/1960), p. 102. 
9 Barth (1931/1960), p. 171. 
10 —_ Barth (1931/1960), p. 152. 
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How do we know God's real Name is quo maius cogitari nequit? We know 
it because that is how God has revealed himself and because we believe 
him as he has revealed himself. 


This is a vast overstatement. Since Anselm’s formula is neither Biblical, nor 
endorsed by the Church’s magisterium, where and when is this event of revela- 
tion supposed to have occurred? Barth does not say. As we have noted, there 
are a few hints in the tradition Anselm has inherited which might be taken to 
foreshadow his formula, but they hardly amount to a divine revelation. Rather, 
Barth’s answer to his own question attributes to Anselm the central thesis of 
Barth’s own theological position: that anything which can be said of God de- 
pends entirely upon God’s having already revealed Himself as the Word. 

Onsuch a reading, Anselm’s Argumentis certainly not a priori, or even meta- 
physical. It is transformed into an internal theological investigation, drawing 
out the implications of what is accepted as a revealed truth. But Barth does 
nevertheless accept that, within this context, Anselm is fashioning an argu- 
ment for God’s “existence in general, in the restricted sense in which things 
that are different from God also exist’! 

Surprisingly, David Smith says that he finds nothing in Anselm’s work to 
conflict with Barth’s reading of the situation.!? Smith comes to this conclu- 
sion because, as we saw in §8.7, he thinks Anselm is arguing in a circle when 
he asserts the premise that whatever is other than God can be thought not to 
exist. Smith rightly places considerable emphasis on the fact that in the Reply 
Anselm had specified an exhaustive list of the conditions which entail that 
something can be thought not to exist. But he contends that Anselm can only 
legitimately assert that whatever is other than God can be thought not to exist 
if he had already established that God alone cannot conceivably meet any of 
those conditions. And he has not recognized anywhere where Anselm argues 
for that. Since Smith judges that Anselm has not justified that God alone can- 
not conceivably meet any of those conditions, he concludes that Anselm's 
only ground for identifying God as something than which a greater cannot be 
thought is the theological argument in Stage Three, which relies on an article 
of faith. 

I, however, interpret Anselm's argument at this crucial point quite differ- 
ently. Contrary to Smith’s assessment, the metaphysical argument in Stage 
Three is where Anselm does clearly and validly establish that God cannot con- 
ceivably meet any of the conditions for being able to be thought not to exist. 


11 __ Barth (1931/1960), p. 123. 
12 Smith (2014), p. 14. 
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For if, setting aside the question of God's existence, everything satisfies those 
conditions — as Anselm argues in the Reply — then there is no conceivable al- 
ternative other than God who could be referred to by the subject of the con- 
clusion of Stage Two. For Anselm has proved that by the end of Stage Two that 
something-than-which-a greater-cannot-be-thought so truly exists that it could 
not be thought not to exist. Given that conclusion, and what has been shown in 
the Conditions passages, God need no longer be set aside; God is the only pos- 
sible being to whom Stage Two could be referring. Therefore, the premise of the 
metaphysical argument does provide him with justification for why God alone 
cannot conceivably meet any of the conditions for being conceivably non- 
existent. This argument is non-circular because that vital premise — “Whatever 
is other than You can be thought not to exist” — asserts nothing about God. On 
the contrary, that name, “Lord, our God’, which can be uttered only by those 
who believe in God, has been explicitly set aside from these considerations. 
The Conditions passages suffice to justify exactly what his Argument requires: 
that, setting aside the question of whether God can or cannot be thought not 
to exist, everything can be thought not to exist. 

It seems to me, therefore, that Barth’s interpretation of Anselm’s argument 
as moving entirely within the circle of faith is not correct. It is not right to say 
that: 


The knowledge which the proof seeks to expound and impart is the 
knowledge which is peculiar to faith, knowledge of what is believed from 
what is believed. 


Barth has conveniently overlooked Anselm's statements to the effect that any- 
one who has an open and rational mind could follow its reasoning and find the 
argument to be cogent. 

There is, however, something right in Barth’s interpretation, although he 
overstates it. Straight after asking God in prayer to grant him to understand 
what he believes, Anselm declares: 


And indeed, we believe You to be something than which nothing greater 
could be thought. 


So, his quest begins with a confession of faith. And at the end of P4 he writes: 


13 Barth (1931/1960), p. 102. 
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I give thanks to You, good Lord, I give thanks to You, because what I first 
believed by Your gift, ] now understand by Your illumination in such a 
way that even if I should not want to believe it, I would be unable not to 
understand that You exist. 


There is not the slightest hint here of self-congratulation. He acknowledges 
that his discovering the formula which enabled him to prove that God exists 
was itself a gift from God. Nor does he claim that his working out this Argument 
was all his own work. He thanks God for the illumination which enabled him 
to discover this powerful argument. As he said at the end of Pi, “I do not seek to 
understand, so that I may believe; but I believe that I may understand”. So, he 
begins his quest believing himself to be the recipient of a gift. And he claims no 
credit for the success he has achieved thus far, for he regards that achievement 
also to bea gift. 

I quoted above Barth's claim that we know that God's real Name is quo maius 
cogitari nequit because that is how God has revealed Himself, and because we 
believe Him as He has revealed Himself. That claim is far too strong. Anselm 
does not know that this formula is God’s ‘Name’; he much more modestly 
declares only that “We believe that You to be something than which nothing 
greater can be thought”. But Anselm does acknowledge that this initial belief is 
itself a gift from God, and that it is God’s illumination which has enabled him 
to articulate his Argument. 

I can imagine Anselm answering Barth’s question rather differently, by say- 
ing something like: 


I know now that God is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought because I have been thinking through what I believe. I used to 
take that identity on faith, but now I have come to understand what pre- 
viously I simply believed. Thinking through what is implied by speaking 
of anything with such a nature, I have been given to understand that it 
is something in reality, from which it follows that it exists. Indeed, I now 
understand that it so truly exists that it could not be thought not to exist. 
That has led me to understand that, since everything other than God can 
be thought not to exist, this something must be the God in whom we 
believe. I realize that the Fool might not be convinced by this, but he, 
quite literally, does not know what he is talking about. I, on the other 
hand, now understand what before I did not, so that Iam unable not to 
understand that God exists, even if I did not want to believe it. And I give 
thanks to God for all that. 
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It seems to me that Barth has fundamentally misunderstood Anselm’s 
Argument. It is prompted by his faith, but it is not purely internal to the circle 
of faith; nor is the question of God’s existence purely a theological question. 
Rather, the fact that Anselm proposes two different kinds of reason for this 
identification — one theological; the other metaphysical — supports my inter- 
pretation that he has two secondary audiences in mind: his brother monks; and 
simply anyone. 

Stages One and Two are couched in discourse which is ‘public’; there is 
nothing especially ‘religious’ about the terminology used in those two stages. 
Nothing in his argumentation in those two stages is couched in the language 
of faith, not even his formula. It is only in Stage Three that he again reverts to 
the discourse of faith, as he resumes his prayer, and declares his conclusions to 
God. Obviously, his theological argument would carry weight with his brother 
monks, and other Christians. They are one of his secondary audiences. But 
then he provides a second, metaphysical reason, articulated from within his 
own standpoint as a believer, but justified by the ‘Conditions passages’ in the 
Reply. Those passages also are expressed in non-theological discourse, leaving 
the issue of God’s existence aside. They too are ‘public’, accessible by believers 
and unbelievers alike. 

It is important to Anselm that his Argument can be accessed by any rational 
mind, and that it is able to survive critical scrutiny from any such person. I have 
been calling the second argument in Anselm’s Stage Three the metaphysical 
argument. And that is an accurate description; the premise of that argument 
does not presume, or presuppose, anything about God. Rather, while the sub- 
ject of that premise mentions God, He is mentioned only to be explicitly ex- 
cluded from what that subject refers to. And that is also true of the ‘Conditions 
passage’ which justify that premise. None of those considerations are theologi- 
cal; they all are purely metaphysical. 

However, the premise of this metaphysical argument does have an oblique 
reference to God. This is where my pedantic insistence that God is Anselm’s 
primary audience becomes significant. Although this premise is not about 
God, it is addressed to God. It says, 


Whatever is other than You can be thought not to exist. 


Likewise, his conclusions name his addressee as “our Lord” and “my Lord”. 
So, while the logic we have retraced does not appeal to any article of faith, 
Anselm’s own faith is evident in how he articulates that premise. That prem- 
ise could not have been articulated by either an unbeliever or a disbeliever. 
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Someone or other — whether a committed Christian, an atheist, an agnostic 
unbeliever, or a believer in a different god — can follow and assent to Anselm’s 
Argument every step of the way, from the first mention of the Fool, to the end 
of Stage Two. And any of them can accept that, on the supposition that there 
is no God, everything can be thought not to exist, as the Conditions passag- 
es demonstrate. That is why Smith is nearly right about Anselm’s intentions. 
But only the first of Anselm’s secondary audiences, those who are committed 
Christians, can repeat literally and exactly, word for word, Anselm’s premises 
in Stage Three. Those who are not Christian believers cannot adopt the prem- 
ise of the metaphysical argument, using the exact words Anselm used to as- 
sert it. Consequently, those unbelievers cannot endorse any of the conclusions 
Anselm deduced from that premise, without joining Anselm in a declaration of 
faith. That is the core of truth in Barth’s, and Smith’s, assessment that Anselm’s 
conclusions are statements of faith. 

So, provided someone or other — anyone who is a member of the public at 
large, and who has a rational mind — is prepared to admit the word “God” into 
his or her discourse, that person can retrace Anselm’s Argument and decide 
whether to accept his conclusions about God. In that sense, and subject to that 
proviso, Anselm has not only written his ‘little work’ for his brother monks, but 
also for ‘someone or other’. 

In this way, the premise of his metaphysical argument functions as the con- 
ceptual bridge which connects two distinct domains of discourse: the theologi- 
cal and the metaphysical. It is fascinating how skilfully and sensitively Anselm 
has woven together two different forms of discourse, which speak to two dis- 
tinct audiences. Whether someone who has not hitherto been a Christian be- 
liever is now ready to speak to God, and thereby cross that intellectual bridge, 
is not a question for Anselm to decide. Any reader who is unwilling to join 
Anselm in speaking to God will baulk at precisely this point, and no-one can 
require such a reader to make the commitment necessary to accept this prem- 
ise, and consequently, accept its conclusions. 

Such a person will, however, be left with a profound mystery. Everything in 
the universe, and the universe itself, can be thought not to exist, but something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought so truly exists that it could not be 
thought not to exist. So, the observable universe does not contain everything 
which exists. For there also exists something than which a greater cannot be 
thought. An unbeliever who has understood Anselm’s Argument can only 
wonder: What is that? What am I missing? 

Anselm, of course, has an answer. But his answer does not treat God as a 
theoretical entity posited to plug what would otherwise be an explanatory gap. 
Scientists, very properly, posit theoretical entities in order to provide expla- 
nations of observable phenomena. But God is not a theoretical entity whose 
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existence is posited to fulfil a role in a quasi-scientific theory. There is no way 
that Anselm could think of God in the way physicists think about the existence 
of quarks. In the specific sense of the word “science”, in which the natural sci- 
ences posit theoretical entities and models to explain observations, theology 
is not a science. That is not to concede that theology is not rational. But it is 
based on a belief which is not a theoretical postulate in the sense of the mod- 
ern natural sciences. 

Rather, Anselm identifies something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought with God by addressing Him: “And this is You, Lord our God”. There 
is no trace of speculation or theorizing here. There is recognition and acknowl- 
edgement of the object of prayer and worship. He already believes in God, and 
he has committed his life to God. He began by asking: Is there not anything 
of such a nature (as something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought)? 
Having found that there is such a nature, and that it could not be thought not 
to exist, he then recognizes that it is the God in whom he believes, whom he 
acknowledges as existing so truly that he could not be thought not to exist. It is 
that relationship which enables him to build the conceptual bridge across the 
divide between the public domain which any rational mind can explore, and 
the domain of a faith which seeks beyond the world for the ground of its being. 

That recognition connects the public, metaphysical discourse he has en- 
gaged in so far with his faith in God. He has discovered an Argument which 
anyone can follow up to this point. Having discerned and affirmed that con- 
nection, he now understands something which, at first, he merely believed. 
And by publishing the Proslogion, he has offered this discovery to anyone who 
is likewise seeking to understand what he himself believes. While he is not try- 
ing to convince anyone other than himself, the intellectual bridge he has built 
between what anyone with a rational mind can endorse, and his own faith, 
now stands in open view, available to whoever is willing to cross it. 


12.3. What Kind of Proof? 


So, since the Argument is not purely internal to the circle of faith, it seems to 
be on offer to everyone with a rational mind. But both the premises in Stage 
Three mention God, and his conclusions are also professions of faith. So, any- 
one who follows Anselm’s argumentation could accept his conclusions only if 
they can bring themselves to utter the name “God” as he does. But they might 
well baulk at this very last step. If they have followed the argument to this 
point, but cannot bring themselves to affirm that whatever is other than God 
can be thought not to exist, they are left with a dilemma: Who or what is that 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, who so truly exists that it 
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cannot be thought not to exist? Faith has an answer. Someone whose rational 
mind has assented to every step thus far but does not have the faith to take that 
last step, is therefore caught in an embarrassing contradiction. Everything can 
be thought not to exist, but something exists which could not be so thought. 

This discomforting position brings us back to the two questions we posed 
at the beginning of this chapter: What sort of proof is it? If Anselm has such a 
powerful proof, why is he reluctant to claim that his argument would suffice to 
convince atheists? 

To answer those questions, we need to relate them to Anselm’s secondary 
audiences: himself, his fellow monks, and other Christians, on the one hand; 
and on the other, the public at large. For the first audience, his conclusions are 
unambiguously positive: 


God is that than which a greater cannot be thought; 
God exists; 


— God exists so truly that He cannot be thought not to exist; 
— God has a unique mode of existing; 


God exists most greatly of all. 


In particular, Anselm himself has grown in understanding, to where he can 
embrace those five conclusions with confidence and integrity. 

For his other audience, the public at large, he is careful not to claim too 
much. He has said that it is obvious to any rational mind that God exists most 
greatly of all. But that was in the context of his wondering, if his reasoning is 
clear and valid, why could the Fool not see that that conclusion obviously fol- 
lows. Anselm knows his proof’s passing the test of being obvious to any ratio- 
nal mind is no guarantee that everyone will agree with his conclusions. After 
all, not everyone determines their beliefs purely on rational grounds; nor will 
everyone with a rational mind necessarily think through, in an unprejudiced 
way, every step of this argument. So, in P4, Anselm is very careful in the way 
he spells out what precisely his Argument shows. Significantly, since he has 
again ceased praying, and instead summarizes his conclusions in third-person 
discourse, he expresses those conclusions in a quite different tone from the 
positive claims he makes so confidently on behalf of himself and his brother 
monks. Rather, with a disbeliever now in view, he restates the outcome of his 
Argument as a double negative: 


Indeed, no one who understands that which God is can think that God 
does not exist, although he says these words in [his] heart either without 
any, or with some extraneous, meaning, 
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He then re-asserts the first of his two positive conclusions, translated now 
into third-person discourse: “For God is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought”. But when he moves on to re-assert the second conclusion, he quali- 
fies it by inserting “whoever understands that properly” and “in thought”. He 
then repeats that same double negative as he had asserted a few sentences 
earlier. This is how now expresses those two conclusions: 


For God is that than which a greater cannot be thought. Whoever under- 
stands that properly [bene], certainly understands that that thing itself 
exists in such a way [id ipsum sic esse] that not even in thought can it not 
exist. Therefore, whoever understands that God exists in such a way [sic 
esse deum| cannot think that He does not exist. 


That paragraph, with its double negatives, expresses very carefully the most 
that Anselm is justified in asserting when he is not presuming to be speaking 
on behalf of believers. While the Fool has not thought through what he says, 
Anselm, on the other hand, does now know what he is talking about; he has 
thought through the implications entailed by his thinking about something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and has arrived at a point where he 
can make a direct connection with what it is. He therefore switches from the 
discursive mode involved in working out the implications which speaking of 
this something entails, to the language of direct address: “And this is You, O 
Lord our God”. 

So, why does Anselm in P4 not declare, in ringing positive terms, that God 
exists? Why does he re-assert it in such a guarded and roundabout a fashion? 
The answer lies in the fact that he is well aware that his proof cannot have the 
same force for his two audiences who will read the Proslogion. He can declare 
it in positive terms to his fellow monks and other Christian believers, but he 
has to express what it proves for the public at large in a less committal way, as 
a double negative. 

The first reason why he expresses his conclusions as a double negative 
is a point of logic. Anselm was provoked into producing his Argument by 
his remembering that the Fool had denied that God exists. The point of his 
Argument is to refute that denial. What Anselm takes himself to have proved is 
that it is impossible to deny, coherently and with a full understanding of what 
those words properly signify, the existence of God. It is therefore fitting that he 
expresses his conclusion as a negation of that denial. He has shown that it is 
not possible coherently to assert the negative proposition, “God does not exist”. 
But showing that something cannot be said, or thought, is not equivalent to 
showing that its opposite must be said or thought. So, showing that it is not 
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possible coherently to assert or think that God does not exist is not equivalent 
to showing that it is necessary to assert or think that God exists. 

There is always a third alternative: anyone can opt out of speaking or think- 
ing about the issue altogether. That is what agnostics do (if they are consistent). 
In this regard, the moral of Anselm’s proof is that anyone who does not want to 
accept its conclusions should not describe themselves as ‘atheists’; they should 
just keep quiet.!* According to their own lights, quite literally, there is nothing 
to talk about. They may argue that religious beliefs are false, or misguided, or 
dangerous, or nonsense — but if they do so, they need to avoid using the word 
“God” as a referential term. Given Anselm’s proof, the only way that one can 
consistently be an atheist is to refuse to admit the word “God” as a referential 
term into the domain of one’s discourse. 

The second reason for Anselm’s reticence fills out the first. Anselm's conclu- 
sions follow from premises which begin with “When the Fool hears this very 
thing which I say, he understands what he hears”. That is, those conclusions de- 
pend logically upon the utterance of certain words: an actual linguistic event. 
And it is Anselm who utters them. It is relevant here to recall the way he uses 
the verb “prove [probare]”. I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter that 
Anselm uses that verb thirteen times in the Reply, most notably in Rio, where 
he claims to have proved that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be 
thought exists in reality, and that that argumentation was not undermined by 
any sound objection. The passage continues: 


For the signification of this phrase contains such force within itself, that 
this very thing which is spoken of, which is of necessity understood, and 
thought of by itself, is also proved to be that very thing which is whatever 
it is necessary to believe about the divine substance. 


It is this very thing which is spoken of whose existence he has proved. 

Similarly, in R5 he rightly claims that Gaunilo’s formula, “greater than ev- 
erything” does not have the same force for the purposes of proving that what is 
spoken of exists in reality as “that than which a greater cannot be thought” (my 
italics). Here Anselm is clearly stating that his proof is premised upon what 
is spoken of. Indeed, in every use of the verb “probare [prove]” — except the 
two instances where he is referring to Gaunilo’s attempted disproof — that verb 


14 That is the consequence of Anselm’s proof for those modern authors who have thought 
it appropriate to publish books denouncing belief in God, such as Christopher Hitchens’ 
God is not Great (2007) and Richard Dawkins’ The God Delusion (2008). 
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occurs within the scope of “quod dicitur [what is said]”. That is a very significant 
fact. The dependence of his proof upon his actually speaking of this something 
could not be clearer. That pattern — placing the verb “prove” within the scope of 
“what is said” — is so consistent that it has to be taken to inform what he means 
by the verb “probare [to prove]”. He does claim to have a proof, but it is always 
about what is said. Likewise, the arguments in the Ri and Rg depend upon what 
can be thought. And the argument in R5 depends upon what someone asserts. 

Anselm understands the relation of language to reality as using words, 
phrases, and sentences whose proper functions are to signify what is so when 
it is so. To signify what is so, as it is, is what statements ought to do. Given that, 
there are limits to how the language we in fact speak can properly be deployed. 
These limits constrain both the Fool and the believer. For in any language, those 
who use it with understanding cannot use it to make certain statements. That 
is why Anselm makes such a big deal of what can, and what cannot, be said or 
thought. Anselm understands that reality imposes limitations upon what can 
be said and thought, a fact which his proof exploits. The very formula which 
serves as the ‘middle term’ of his Argument is expressed in terms of those limi- 
tations, that is, “a greater cannot be thought”. And his clear understanding that 
there are limits on what can be thought is why he expresses his conclusion as 
a double negative. 

So, while those who do believe in God are justified in affirming his conclu- 
sion — that God exists most truly of all — in positive terms, putting it that way 
does not reveal the full force of its derivation. The significance of his Argument 
for his other audience, the public at large, is that it has exposed the limitations 
on what can be said and thought about God. While it might superficially seem 
possible to think certain thoughts which seem logically possible, anyone who 
understands that ‘how things are’ constrains ‘how they can be thought’ will 
understand that those supposed thoughts cannot seriously be thought. In the 
case of thinking about God, whoever properly understands what is involved 
in thinking about something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought will 
therefore understand that it cannot be thought not to exist. That consequence 
can only be expressed as a double negative. Those who are believers can posi- 
tively affirm the existence of God; but for those who are not, Anselm’s conclu- 
sion is more properly expressed in terms of the constraint on what they can 
properly say. 

Already in From Belief to Understanding | had emphasized that Anselm’s 
proof is all about what can and cannot be said. In order to show that this was 
not an outlandish thesis, I likened Anselm’s insistence on this to the ‘private lan- 
guage argument’ which Ludwig Wittgenstein elaborated at great length in his 
Philosophical Investigations. Wittgenstein’s argument is that the public nature 
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of our natural languages ensures that we cannot use those publicly significant 
words to deny the existence of what is sometimes (misleadingly) called ‘the 
external world’. Of course, it is possible to formulate the sentence expressing 
this denial; “The external world does not exist” is a well-formed, grammati- 
cally legitimate sentence. And it does not appear to be self-refuting. But that 
sentence is at bottom unintelligible, because its very expression in publicly 
accessible words pragmatically refutes what it asserts — or so Wittgenstein ar- 
gued. My point was simply that, in maintaining that there are constraints upon 
what can be said, Anselm’s argument is not idiosyncratic. He too is making a 
claim about what can, and what cannot, be coherently and intelligently as- 
serted about God. To say, “God does not exist” is to utter one of those incoher- 
ent assertions. 

My invocation of that analogy was quite a small ancillary point; I cited it 
merely as an example of another philosopher, of a very different ilk, who also 
argued that there are limits on what can be said. My mentioning this simi- 
larity has nevertheless led some critics to dismiss the entire interpretation I 
presented in 1976 as ‘Wittgensteinian, and therefore anachronistic and miscon- 
ceived. I have “misconstrued both the structure and the relevance of Anselm's 
Argument’.!5 My interpretation is “unconvincing because presented with too 
much Wittgensteinian hindsight”.!® Lest my reiterating this interpretation be 
misunderstood once again, may I say bluntly that I find that accusation absurd. 
Noting an interesting analogy in one respect does not amount to reinterpret- 
ing Anselm anachronistically as a prescient Wittgensteinian. I do find it illu- 
minating that both Anselm and Wittgenstein argue for conclusions expressed 
as double negations about what can coherently be said. But, of course, their 
argumentative strategies are quite different. At no point does Wittgenstein 
maintain that the sceptic’s denial of the existence of the external world leads 
to a self-contradiction, whereas Anselm refutes the Fool's denial by showing 
that it does. I reiterate this analogy simply to highlight how both Anselm and 
Wittgenstein, using quite different argumentative strategies, in relation to 
quite different topics, present arguments based on how there are constraints 
on what can coherently be said, an examination of which leads in each case to 
an existential conclusion. The analogy extends no further than that. 

I could just as well have mentioned a third example of a philosopher who 
argues that an existential conclusion is established by claiming that it can- 
not coherently be said. Descartes argues that even if there is an evil demon 


15 Hopkins (1978), p. 260. 
16 _ Brecher (1985), p. 4. 
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who deceives him about what seems to be the most certain of truths, those of 
mathematics:!” 


Let him deceive me as much as he can, he will never bring it about that 
I am nothing so long as I think that I am something. So after considering 
everything very thoroughly, I must finally conclude that this proposition, 
Iam, I exist, is necessarily true whenever it is put forward by me or con- 
ceived in my mind. 


Here again we have an existential proposition whose truth is derived from its 
not being possible for me to think that that I do not exist. That analogy no 
more justifies labelling me, and Anselm, as Cartesians, than the other analogy 
justifies labelling us as Wittgensteinians. With that criticism firmly rebutted, 
may I emphasise that I have arrived at my interpretation as the result of ex- 
amining Anselm’s texts, and I have resolutely tried to avoid reading in concep- 
tions from other intellectual milieus. It stands or falls with the faithfulness and 
plausibility of that textual analysis. 

A third reason why Anselm states the outcome of his three-stage Argument 
about God’s existence as a double negative follows from the second reason. 
Because his proof is about ‘what is said’, Anselm ‘owns’ the propositions which 
are his premises, and therefore he ‘owns’ what they entail. He will have no truck 
with anyone who does not own what they think and say. Those commentators 
who ignore, or pay little attention to, how Anselm begins his Argument, will, 
of course, fail to notice the significance of how Anselm sets his scene. He does 
not begin just by entertaining a proposition and wondering what might follow 
from it. He addresses the God in whom he believes, declaring to Him one of 
his beliefs. Then he remembers what the Fool says in the Psalms. His initial 
statement of belief, and the Fool's denial, are not free-standing propositions; 
they are beliefs. Their speakers are committed to their being true; it matters to 
Anselm that those beliefs are contradictory. 

While he undoubtedly has a proof, and knows that he has, that proof is 
not like the proof of a theorem in Euclid’s geometry. As I keep emphasizing, 
Anselm has no time for purely theoretical speculations. The point of all this 
is that Anselm has not presented his ‘proof’ as an impersonal theorem which 
stands on its own logical feet. It does not have the same kind of force that an 
axiom-based proof in Euclidean geometry has. That, indeed, is one of the prob- 
lems with assimilating his Argument to ‘the ontological argument’. On the con- 
trary, as I read him, he is not interested in engaging Gaunilo in verbal jousts, 


17. Descartes: Meditation 2. 
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or an intellectual game; he will not indulge in exercises of idle speculation, 
concerning some proposition which might be entertained without any person- 
al commitment. That this is his attitude is strikingly exemplified in the open- 
ing sentence of his Reply, where he writes: 


Since it is not the Fool, against whom I spoke in my little work, who criti- 
cizes me with these words, but someone who is no Fool, but a Catholic 
speaking on behalf of the Fool, may it suffice for me to reply to the 
Catholic. 


Anselm is only interested in investigating which of two rival claims is intelli- 
gible, and his writing records the quest of a believer for deeper understanding.!® 

The proofs of theorems in Euclidean geometry are quite impersonal, but 
Anselm’s Argument is a proof in a different sense; it is essentially concerned 
with what people say and think. By a ‘proof’ he means a formally valid argu- 
ment from premises someone seriously asserts, and who would thereby be 
rationally committed to its conclusions. For Anselm, the investigation into 
what can properly be said — an investigation of a kind we might well call 
‘philosophical’ — does not proceed in vacuo. As I read him, a ‘proof’ for Anselm 
is not a demonstration involving purely theoretical speculations; it must in- 
deed be deductively valid, but if it is to be a proof for some audience, the prem- 
ises need to be ‘owned’ If I may quote from what I wrote in 1976:!9 


It is the language which is concretely used by people — in this case, by 
himself as one who articulates his living faith and the Fool who challeng- 
es it — which provides both the occasion and the material upon which ra- 
tional reflection works. The search for understanding is, therefore, always 
concrete and personal, undertaken in a particular context and driven on 
by the very same commitment from which it arose. 


That is why, for him, a proof always for or against someone (such as the Fool), 
and always proceeds within the context of what is said. 

The fourth and final reason why Anselm is not claiming that any ratio- 
nal mind would be convinced by his Argument that God exists is because he 
knows that understanding does not necessarily induce belief. I cited above, 


18 On this point, see From Belief to Understanding, especially p. 202, and my article ‘The 
Nature of Theological Necessity’ (1999). The point is also argued persuasively, from a dif- 
ferent perspective, by Arjo Vanderjagt (1999). 

19 Campbell (1976), p. 207. 
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for a different purpose, the passage with which Anselm finishes P4, where he 
restates his conclusion and gives thanks to God: 


Therefore, whoever understands that God is so cannot think that He does 
not exist. Thanks to You, good Lord, thanks to You, because what I first 
believed by Your gift, I now understand by Your illumination, so that if 
I should not want to believe that You exist, I would be unable not to un- 
derstand it. 


The latter part of that is curiously ironical. Anselm is declaring that his working 
through the argument, and coming to understand that it is cogent, is not suf- 
ficient to convince even himself, if, contra to fact, he was a non-believer. David 
Smith explains this well. He points to Anselm's procedure in the Monologion, 
where Anselm had used the same strategy of arguing, through seventy-nine 
chapters, for the existence of a ‘supreme essence’ without mentioning God, 
and only in the final chapter is God mentioned and identified with this su- 
preme essence. Smith comments:2° 


The grounds Anselm offers are instructive. He ties an understanding of 
what “God” properly means to worship and prayer. The sense of “God” 
is given as being that which, because of its supreme excellence and the 
dominion that it exercises over all that happens, ought to be worshipped 
and entreated. 


He then points out that, according to the Proslogion, the Fool understands 
something than which a greater cannot be conceived. Smith and I have dif- 
fering views on how much more of his Argument Anselm thinks that the Fool 
could be brought to accept. But that disagreement is not fundamental; Anselm 
has said that it is obvious to anyone with a rational mind that God exists maxi- 
mally of all. So, let us suppose that such a person has worked through all three 
stages, and has seen that Anselm’s conclusions do follow. We can ask of such a 
person the question Smith then asks about the Fool:?! 


Would this, however, be enough to bring the Fool to his knees in, as 
Anselm puts it, loving veneration and venerating love (M80)? Even if the 
Fool can be led through a course of reasoning that leads to the conclu- 
sion that G [= something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought] 


20 Smith (2014), p. 15. 
21 Smith (2014), p. 15. 
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(or the “supreme essence” of the Monologion) is the utterly supreme 
being who creates and controls all things would the Fool necessarily, 
thereby, have been brought to the belief that this ought to be worshipped 
and entreated? 


Given that Anselm explicitly says that, even if he did not want to believe that 
God exists, he would be unable not to understand it, his own answer to our 
question would be a firm “No!” Understanding is never enough, by itself, to 
guarantee belief. 

This brings us back to the question of what Anselm is trying to do in the 
Proslogion. He makes it clear in P1 that sound reasoning has to call upon belief 
for the conceptual material with which to work. It begins with an admonition 
to himself to set aside his daily distractions in order to seek God. And it finishes 
with the same theme: 


I do not seek to understand so that I may believe, but I believe so that I 
may understand. For I also believe this: that unless I believe, I shall not 
understand. 


That is not the statement of someone who is trying to convince disbelievers to 
change their minds. Anselm’s primary objective is to grow in understanding, so 
that he sees that his belief is not ‘merely’ believed; rather, it is a rational belief 
which can be justified. Coming to understand that rationale will not suffice, 
in itself, to induce belief, but it provides assurance against the kind of doubt 
provoked by the Fool. That is why he requires that his reasoning be obvious to 
anyone with a rational mind. And that, in turn, is why it is necessary that the 
first two stages of the Argument are not cast in specifically religious discourse, 
but in third-person public discourse. 

Thereby, Anselm moves from what we could call a ‘mere belief’ to a rational 
belief, that is, a belief which makes sense, and which can be rendered transpar- 
ently evident to right-thinking minds. The formula, so vital for his Argument, 
is no arbitrarily devised string of words; it has been provided for him by his 
belief. His great achievement in Pz to P4 is to have thought fully through its 
implications to the point of being assured that God exists most greatly of all. 
He has devised an argument which intrigues those who have an open mind, 
and infuriates those who do not, but which — most importantly — succeeds in 
meeting the objectives of the first part of his quest. 

That is why Anselm is so significant a thinker. He is the first in the Western 
intellectual tradition to have realized that rational belief, in this sense, is the 
most anyone could hope for, on any topic. We do not have to remain forever 
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trapped within the subjectivity of the circle of beliefs. But neither can we hope 
to discover proofs so strong that they put controversial questions about exis- 
tence literally ‘out of the question’. Not only has Anselm discovered this; he has 
demonstrated how such a quest can be actually carried out. He has done it, and 
thereby he has shown his readers how it is possible. 


12.4 + Anselm’s Proof and the Ontological Argument 


From its very first critic, Gaunilo, through its hasty dismissal by Thomas 
Aquinas, down to the present day, most commentators on ‘Anselm's Argument’ 
focus exclusively on the argumentation in Pz. ‘Everyone knows’ that Anselm 
was the pioneer who invented ‘the Ontological Argument’ for the existence 
of God. Every book on ‘The Ontological Argument’, innumerable articles, and 
most textbooks on the Philosophy of Religion present (a garbled version of) 
the argument in P2 as the very paradigm of the ‘Ontological Argument’. 

There have been a few voices of dissent. I quoted above Karl Barth’s dismiss- 
al of this customary view, as ‘so much nonsense on which no more words ought 
to be wasted’. He rightly deplored the fact that commentators have refused to 
see that it is in a different book altogether from the well-known teaching of 
Descartes and Leibniz. And he was amazed that anyone could seriously think 
it is even remotely affected by what Kant put forward against these doctrines. 

Yet hardly anyone took any notice — especially not the philosophers over 
the past eighty years, who fail to recognize that his argument in P2 is not about 
God. While I have disagreed in §12.2 above with Barth’s own interpretation of 
Anselm’s Argument, our examination in Chapter 5 of Anselm’s argument in 
P2 confirmed that Barth is right to maintain that Anselm’s Argument is very 
different from those propounded by Descartes and Leibniz; and it is not vul- 
nerable to Kant’s objection to the Ontological Argument. As for whether it is 
nonsense to call Anselm’s Argument the “Ontological’ Proof, I have already in- 
dicated that I too believe that that label is a misnomer. I will set out my reasons 
for such an unconventional finding in this and the following section. 

Rarely do the authors who so uncritically assume that Anselm’s Argument is 
properly classified as a version of ‘the Ontological Argument’ consider precise- 
ly what ‘the Ontological Argument’ is. Since Kant is the one who coined that 
label, the appropriate starting point for a discussion of whether Anselm’s proof 
is properly so described is to consider what Kant meant that label to denote. 

It is clear from Kant'’s critique of what he calls ‘the Ontological Argument’ 
that he is targeting the arguments by which Descartes and Leibniz purported 
to prove the existence of God. These arguments have as their major premise a 
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characterization of the divine nature, and purport to deduce from that char- 
acterization that God, as so described, exists. As we discussed in §5.3, Kant’s 
objection is that only ‘real predicates’ can be used to determine what the na- 
ture of the thing so conceived is, but “exists” cannot be one of those predicates, 
since what is said to exist must be the same as what has been conceived. So, 
existence cannot be included in the specification of what some ‘thing’ (some 
res) is, and therefore the existence of such a thing cannot validly be deduced 
from that characterization or definition. 

I have argued in §5.3 that Anselm and Kant are in agreement on this crucial 
issue. Both require — as indeed any such argument must — that the nature of 
the subject of the argument be the same when it is said to exist. “Exists” can- 
not be one of the predicates which determine the nature of the subject. That 
is why it was important to demonstrate in our reconstruction of Anselm’s ar- 
gument that being in reality is a non-essential property, and that is also why 
Kant insisted that “exists” is not a ‘real predicate’. That Kantian thesis is not 
negated by the fact that, in the case of Anselm’s formula, once the existence 
of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought has been deduced in a 
way consistent with Kant’s thesis, it becomes an essential feature of that thing, 
as we saw in §5.4. For that conclusion is not being used to deduce its existence; 
rather, it follows from the proof of its existence. 

Nowadays, philosophers generalize that Kantian specification of what the 
‘Ontological Argument’ is. That is, they use that label to refer to any argument 
which proceeds from premises all of which can be known a priori, and which 
then purports to deduce the existence of something. Sometimes, the require- 
ment that the premises be known a priori is even narrower; it is restricted to 
a requirement that the premises be ‘analytic’. Indeed, that is how Kant under- 
stood it, and that is why he insisted that existential propositions are ‘synthetic’, 
not ‘analytic’. Of course, since Kant’s insistence is sound, if to be a version of 
the ‘Ontological Argument’ is to be an argument which purports to infer the 
existence of something from a set of premises, all of which are analytic, that 
guarantees that no such ontological argument could ever be valid. So, specify- 
ing that an ‘ontological argument’ is one which purports to infer an existential 
conclusion from only analytic premises is absurd.?2 

One way of ensuring that the premises of an ‘ontological argument’ are 
known a priori, is to characterize such arguments as proceeding from a defini- 
tion, or definitions. On this understanding of what an ‘ontological argument’ 
is, Anselm’s Argument in the Proslogion is certainly not one. The reason is 


22 Nevertheless that is how Eder & Ramharter (2015) understand what an ‘ontological argu- 
ment is, and try to massage Anselm’s Argument into that form, as we will shortly see. 
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straightforward; the only possible candidate in his text which could be rec- 
ognized as a definition is his initial declaration of belief. Many commenta- 
tors, quite unjustifiably, do treat that declaration as a definition — or ‘like a 
definition’ — but by now it is clear that that interpretation is quite untenable; 
it is a gross misrepresentation of the logic of his Argument, for it alleges that 
what is demonstrably a conclusion of the argument is its major premise. 

Nevertheless, many commentators believe that his formula has an a priori 
character, and therefore classify it on that ground as a version of ‘the onto- 
logical argument’. But the most cursory reading of the text makes clear that 
Anselm does not rest his premises on any sort of a priori knowledge. His 
premises in P2 describe certain events, the occurrence of which is, of course, 
can only be known a posteriori: Anselm’s actually uttering his prayer and his 
being overheard by the Fool. The fact that Anselm has émagined that the Fool 
is present and overhears his prayer does not suffice to convert propositions 
of a kind which can only be known a posteriori into ones which are known a 
priori. Most commentators choose to ignore this setting, taking the argument 
to begin with positing that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in 
the understanding, and not bothering about how it came to be there. Yet to 
ignore the fact that Anselm begins with his actually saying something is itself 
sufficient to prevent a proper understanding of the Argument, and of Anselm's 
entire quest. On any of those characterizations of what is an ‘ontological argu- 
ment’ then Anselm’s Proslogion 2 Argument is manifestly not a version of the 
Ontological Argument. 

In this connection, the recent reconstruction of Anselm’s Argument by 
Eder & Ramharter is instructive. I have commended, and adopted in modified 
forms, their two proposed definitions: of Essential Identity; and of the ‘Greater 
Than’ relation. Unfortunately, these significant insights are embedded in an in- 
terpretation which tries to reconstruct Anselm’s Argument so that it becomes 
a version of the Ontological Argument, in the sense that its premises are all 
analytic. 

Commendably, they themselves prescribe criteria which any reconstruc- 
tion of another’s argument must satisfy in order to be acceptable. Their first 
criterion, which I strongly endorse, is that “the reconstruction should ... be in 
accordance with the argument or piece of text that is reconstructed”. In par- 
ticular, they say:23 


... the basic concepts should be represented in such a way that there 
is a one-to-one correspondence between important expressions in the 


23 Eder & Ramharter (2015), pp. 2796-7. 
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language of the author and the signs used in the reconstruction — unless 
there are good reasons against it. 


Their seventh and final criterion is, however, when applied to the case of 
Anselm's Argument, inconsistent with the first. It is:24 


Beyond that, for an ontological argument to succeed, the premises not 
only have to be true, but must also be analytically true. Hence, we should 
attribute to the author only premises that he could have held to be true 
for conceptual (non-empirical) reasons. The premises should be direct 
consequences of conceptions presupposed by the author — i.e., they must 
follow from the author’s understanding of a certain expression. 


I can understand that commentators who focus exclusively on Anselm’s P2 
might think that his discussion about the Fool’s understanding is just scene- 
setting — so it can be ignored — and then interpret the second phase of that ar- 
gument as an a priori argument for the existence of God. I can understand that 
because that is how Anselm’s text in P2 is so frequently misinterpreted. But 
understanding that does not overcome the fact that Anselm concludes nothing 
about God in P2. 

Because Eder & Ramharter, like so many, assume that Anselm’s Argument is 
a version of the Ontological Argument, and because they also assume that that 
requires that all the premises be analytic, they have from the outset violated 
their first criterion. As I have already argued, it is absurd, for Kant’s reasons, to 
require that in any reconstruction of Anselm’s argument the premises must be 
analytically true. Consequently, it is inevitable that their reconstruction de- 
letes the entire first phase of Anselm's argument in P2! 

According to their own criterion, Eder & Ramharter must have ‘good rea- 
sons’ for doing so, and they attempt to offer some. They concede that existence 
in the understanding seems to be intelligible only when relativized to someone 
who understands. And they acknowledge that it is the Fool who understands or 
has something in his understanding, They continue:5 


But we hold that it is no coincidence that the Fool is no longer men- 
tioned from (11.9) until the end of the proof in Chap. 11. Anselm here 
does not distinguish between being in the understanding of a particular 
person (viz., the Fool) and being in the understanding tout court, i.e., being 


24 Eder & Ramharter (2015), p. 2797. 
25 Eder & Ramharter (2015), p. 2801. 
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understandable. Even though the role of the Fool is important in order 
to make the distinction between existence in the understanding and exis- 
tence in reality intelligible, the Fool does not matter for the formal struc- 
ture of the argument. 


That is not a ‘good reason’ for deleting the first phase of the P2 argument. For 
Anselm's Argument to succeed, it is vitally important that ‘something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought’ can be thought. That is evident in the 
Reply. There are two implications in that claim: that it is possible to think of 
such a nature; and that that nature is a legitimate subject of argumentation. 
In P2, the first implication is established in the strongest possible way. Anselm 
actually asserts that something (the God to whom he is praying) is believed 
to have that nature. Since he can speak of such a thing, even the Fool can un- 
derstand what Anselm says, and can think of it. The possibility of its being 
an object of thought is demonstrated by the empirical fact that Anselm has 
articulated an understandable sentence referring to it. It therefore matters to 
the argument that this nature is ‘in the understanding of a particular person’. 
For Anselm demonstrates thereby that it is an object of thought in his own 
understanding, and also in the Fool's understanding. 

Furthermore, if I am understanding this Argument aright, Anselm does dis- 
tinguish between being in the understanding of a particular person and being in 
the understanding tout court. As I read the text, he infers the second from the 
same grounds as he infers the first, for he cites reasons for why even the Fool 
is committed to accepting that this something ‘is in the understanding’. He 
explicitly explains why the Fool is committed to accepting that: it is “because 
the Fool understands it when he hears it, and whatever is understood is in the 
understanding”. I examined this inference in §4.6 and proposed that the point 
of the premise which Anselm explicitly deploys as a logical truth is to estab- 
lish that what is an object of thought can legitimately become the subject of 
argumentation. Given the significance of these points, it is not true that the 
Fool does not matter for the formal structure of the argument. For dialectical 
reasons, Anselm is establishing points vital to his Argument via his inferences 
about the Fool. 

Howbeit, Eder & Ramharter consequently set about reconstructing the argu- 
ment using the simple predicate “U’, standing for “being understood” or “being 
understandable”. | argued in §4.9 that interpreting the argument as merely say- 
ing at this point that something is understandable would destroy the logic of 
P2. That is not inconsistent with his refashioning his argument in the Reply 
with “it can be thought ...” as a premise. As I keep insisting, in P2 he needs 
to argue that some specific thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is 
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in the understanding because his strategy requires that he establish that it is 
legitimate to treat something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought as a 
subject of argumentation independently of its being in reality. If x is merely 
understandable, that does not ensure that x is in anyone’s understanding. 

Eder & Ramharter recognize that their rewriting the argument on this point 
has created a problem for their proposed reconstruction. They correctly point 
out that, in the present setting, “we have no means to establish that such an ob- 
ject exists, not even in the understanding”. So, they formulate another ‘axiom, 
which they call ‘Realization’, precisely to allows for this. Formulated in third- 
order logic, it says:26 


Realization: Every set of properties is realized in the intellect, and for 
every reasonable set of properties there is at least one object in the un- 
derstanding having these properties. 


This so-called ‘axiom’ strikes me as thoroughly implausible. Far from being an- 
alytically true, if this ‘axiom’ is supposed to be about human understanding, it 
seems quite clearly to be an empirical claim which is manifestly false! In whose 
intellect is every set of properties realized? Certainly not in the intellects of 
ordinary human beings. Perhaps, God's? But that would beg the question. Nor 
does it explain how some object can be conjured out of every ‘reasonable’ set 
of properties ‘in the understanding’ — the qualification ‘reasonable’ is hardly 
informative! This really is a case of creation ex nihilo! The existence of innu- 
merable objects in the understanding has been brought about by fiat. Such an 
attempt is brave, but thoroughly unconvincing. 

Furthermore, if this assumption, or ‘axiom, is meant to be analytic, to ensure 
that the conclusion is also analytic, this reconstruction violates Kant’s princi- 
ple that existential statements are synthetic. For that reason, no ‘proof’ which 
starts out from analytic premises, and proceeds by deductively valid steps, 
can non-fallaciously entail an existential conclusion. If an argument of that 
sort, designed to prove the existence of God, is what the name “Ontological 
Argument” means, then Anselm did not produce one. Eder & Ramharter are 
alive to the requirement that what is said to exist must be the same entity as 
what is thought of; that was their very reason for introducing their definition 
of Quasi-Identity. And that was Kant’s ground for denying that “exists” is a ‘real 
predicate’. Yet they seem not to have recognized that that principle implies 
that existential judgements are synthetic, and that therefore to prescribe that, 


26 Eder & Ramharter (2015), p. 2812. 
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for any ‘ontological argument’ to succeed its premises must be analytic, is an 
incoherent demand. 

Anyway, such an ‘axiom’ is quite unnecessary for formalizing Anselm’s ar- 
gument in the Proslogion — provided some valid version of the first phase of 
Stage One is not deleted. As we have seen, ensuring that some specific thing 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the understanding is vital to 
the cogency of that Argument. We found that there is ambiguity in Anselm’s 
contention that even the Fool is committed to accepting that something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the understanding. But that 
did not matter, since the required sub-conclusion does follow from a prem- 
ise describing Anselm's saying that something (namely, God) is believed to be 
“something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought”. However, whether the 
argument proceeds from a premise reporting Anselm’s saying that, or from a 
premise reporting the Fool's hearing that, both variants of Anselm’s first prem- 
ises are a posteriori. And that means that the argument in P2 is not a version of 
the Ontological Argument in the sense defined — not even synthetic a priori. 
Nor do the Modal Ontological Arguments fare any better. 

But what about the arguments Anselm produced in his Reply? They do not 
rely on the premises designed to show that something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought is in anyone’s understanding, although they do rely on 
Anselm’s claim that [what is such that]-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be 
thought. Since the arguments themselves, unlike that in the Proslogion, do not 
refer to any empirical event, do they have a stronger claim to be considered 
versions of the ‘ontological argument’? 

We saw in Chapter 10 that Anselm has various arguments in his Reply which 
all lead validly to a conditional conclusion: 


If something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be thought — 
or, can be thought to exist — then of necessity, it exists. 


So, can it be thought? Anselm has a swift answer to that question. As he says 
in Ro: 


Even if someone is so foolish as to say that something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought does not exist, still he would not be so shame- 
less as to say that he could not understand or think what he said. 


So, it follows that, of necessity, it exists. 
This clearly shows that Anselm’s argument begins with something in the do- 
main of thought and derives an existential conclusion. For many of his critics, 
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that is precisely what is wrong with his argument. They insist that it is impos- 
sible to conclude anything about reality unless the argument starts out with 
some premise about something which exists — in fact, Thomas Aquinas said 
as much. Therefore, they reject Anselm’s Argument on principle. The principle 
behind Aquinas’ objection laid the foundation for John Locke, four centuries 
later, to confirm a radical split between thought and reality by contending that 
we do not know the ‘real essences’ of things, as I remarked in §11.5. But when 
that ‘principle’ is confronted with the plausibility of Anselm’s premises, and 
with the validity of his deductions, it shows itself to be nothing more than a 
metaphysical dogma. 

His Argument is more subtle than that simple dismissal allows. For there is a 
sense in which even the first two stages of his Argument are firmly grounded in 
worldly reality. I have repeatedly emphasised that beneath the text of Anselm’s 
Argument is a basic principle: what it is possible to think is determined by the 
natures of what is thought about. While we can be somewhat mistaken about 
the natures of things, ultimately, how we think of things is determined by how 
they are. Those who reject Anselm’s Argument on principle, because it involves 
inferring from what can be thought to what exists, are setting up a false dichot- 
omy. There are intimations of reality in everything we think. We think the way 
we do because our mental capacities have been rendered determinate through 
our interactions with the ‘external’ world and other people. 

At the heart of this Argument is the notion of ‘what can be thought’ It is 
in his formula and it features in the premises of each of his three stages. And 
we saw in §10.2 that, according to Anselm's understanding of abilities and ca- 
pacities, if something is able not to exist (i.e., it is possible for it not to exist) 
that must be because something else does exist! That is because something is 
required to possess a power so that this ascription of ability can be properly 
grounded. So, for if something can be thought, that is because how things are 
permits such a thought. That is, for Anselm, thought is always ontologically 
grounded. His Argument is therefore in that sense ‘ontological’, but not in the 
sense standardly meant. 

Accordingly, although this something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is not one of the things which populate this universe, the concept of 
it is firmly anchored in observable reality. Anselm made that clear in R8. Since 
some things in the universe are better than others, we can think that some are 
better than others. Given that, how things are affords only two options for our 
thinking. Either there comes a point where it is not possible to think of anything 
better, (or greater), or for everything something can be thought to be better than 
it. The limit reached in first option is not caused by some deficiencies in human 
cognitive capacities; it is grounded in the fact that there could not be anything 
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greater than what cannot not exist and cannot be thought not to exist. Existing 
necessarily is the maximal value of how good, or great, existence itself could be. 

The second alternative sets up an infinite series of things each of which 
can be thought to be greater than its predecessor. That is plausible if we are 
thinking of the natural numbers, but as a universal principle, it generates 
contradictions. As we saw in §11.3.4, since Anselm has shown that God is that- 
than-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, if there is no such nature, then 
God does not exist, and consequently, everything can be thought not to exist. 
That implies that it cannot be thought that there is anything which cannot be 
thought not to exist. But it seems obvious that we can at least think of some- 
thing which cannot be thought not exist, even if no such thing exists. Anselm 
showed that when he deduced the major premise of Stage Two. So, this option 
has generated a contradiction. It must therefore be dismissed. 

It follows that it can be thought that something is such that a greater cannot 
be thought. And given that, Anselm’s Argument shows that this something is 
utterly unique, in that it is the one exception which proves the rule; in just this 
one case, and in no other, from the fact that something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought can be thought, it follows that it exists and could not be 
thought not to exist. 


12.5 Anselm's Cosmological Argument 


So far, like almost all the secondary literature, our discussion in this chapter 
has been focussed on Anselm’s argument in P2. We have had to do that be- 
cause ‘everyone knows’ that that is where Anselm’s ontological argument for 
the existence of God is located. But we now know that that is false. P2 is not 
where Anselm concludes that God exists. After his initial declaration of belief, 
near the beginning of P2, neither “You” nor “God” appears in the text until the 
middle of P3. He proves the existence of God in Stage Three, not before. When 
we consider whether, or in what sense, Anselm’s Argument is a species of the 
‘Ontological Argument, we inevitably turn our attention to P2. Almost all of 
the secondary literature does the same. But no-one who attends to what he has 
actually written can deny that that is an egregious error. It is time to stop inter- 
preting the conclusion of Pz by citing his initial belief, since Anselm makes it 
clear that he does not yet understand whether that belief is true, and even if it 
were, invoking it at that point can only produce a fallacious argument. And it is 
not necessary to do, since Anselm already proves his conclusion in P3. It is no 
wonder that the commentators are confused and at cross purposes! It is some- 
what ironic that because attention is so focussed on the argument in P2, those 
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debating its cogency are, in fact, not attending to his proof of the existence of 
God. Consequently, they fail to take account of the reason he actually gives for 
concluding that God exists. 

It is long past time to shift our perspective, from Stage One to Stage Three, to 
where he does actually prove that God exists. We saw in §9.8 that the error of 
interpretation which locates Anselm’s proof in P2, and the errors in translating 
the premises of Stages Two and Three, has led all the defenders of Gaunilo into 
a gross error of logic as they try to refute Anselm’s proof. It is remarkable how 
different the conceptual landscape suddenly looks when we change perspec- 
tive to assess Anselm’s Argument in the light of his concluding argument in 
Stage Three. 

Very few commentators have even noticed that Anselm does not establish 
the existence of God until Stage Three, in the middle of P3.?” But during the 
first two stages there is nothing to identify that something as God. It is true that, 
at the beginning, Anselm had said that ‘we believe’ God to be this being, but 
that is all he says about God. From the start of the whole Argument, through to 
the end of Stage Two, there is nothing to indicate whether that identification 
is true. That is the whole point of his initial profession of faith; he wants to 
understand whether it is true. He finds in the answer he seeks in Stage Three. 

To understand what Anselm's Argument is, we need to put aside, as rigor- 
ously as we are able, our misleading preunderstandings and read what he has 
actually written. I recognize that some people will find it very difficult to over- 
come the entrenched misunderstanding that Anselm is attempting to prove 
that God exists just from the fact that something is thought of. After all, that 
misinterpretation has been reiterated for 940 years! It is not easy to rid our 
minds of what we have been so effectively taught, even though it is demonstra- 
bly wrong. For it is now evident that his proof of the existence of God is based 
on empirical facts. 

Having concluded Stage Two by proving that something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought so truly exists that it could not be thought not to 
exist, Anselm realizes that what he has been writing about it is precisely what 
he has been seeking. So, he exclaims: “And this is You, Lord, our God”. As we 
saw in Chapter 8, he gives two reasons why this something is God. One reason 
is theological, but without supplementation, that theological argument does 
not entail that God exists. But his most secure reason for concluding that God 
exists is that it follows from the premise: 


Whatever is other than You can be thought not to exist. 


27 Gregory Schufreider and David Smith are honourable exceptions. 
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Anselm justifies that premise in the ‘Conditions passages’ in the Reply. The 
foremost reason is that everything in the world is extended in space and time. 
As he writes in Ri: 


Without doubt whatever does not exist in some place and some time, 
even if it exists in some other place and at some other time, can yet be 
thought to exist in no place and at no time, just as it does not exist in 
some place and at some time. 


In general, because spatiotemporal entities are extended, only part of their en- 
tity is present at any point in space and time. So, at any one point in space and 
time, their other spatiotemporal parts can be thought not to exist, and then, 
by moving to some different point in space and time, the spatiotemporal part 
which was previously evident is no longer evident, so it can be thought not to 
exist too. In this way, any and every spatiotemporal entity can be thought not 
to exist. While this reasoning is at a high level of generality, it is not a priori. His 
knowledge that everything in the universe has both spatial and temporal ex- 
tension is an empirical generalization. Kant was to argue, centuries later, that 
space and time are a priori ‘forms of intuition’, but there is no trace of such a 
view in Anselm’s writings, and it would be highly anachronistic to suggest that 
he held such a view. Likewise, he knows from empirical experience that they 
all have a beginning — or, taking David Smith’s ‘other argument’ into account, 
have at least been caused to exist. No doubt, this generalization was also sup- 
ported by his belief that everything which is other than God has been created 
by God, but there is no evidence in the text of the Reply that he is appealing to 
this doctrine to justify his premise. 

Since everything in the universe has a beginning, there was, is, or will be, 
some time when each and every entity does not exist. And if something does 
not exist at some time, it can be thought at any time not to exist. He argues 
similarly that everything which is made of parts, and which is not present in 
its entirety always and everywhere, can be thought not to exist. Indeed, every- 
thing in his world can be thought not to exist. For him, that is a thesis based on 
the natures of everything in the world. Since that premise is justified by these 
empirical generalizations, it would be a total misunderstanding to present it as 
a priori. It is based on observable evidence. 

And that everything which is other than God can be thought not to exist is 
what establishes that it is God who so truly exists that He cannot be thought 
not to exist, as we saw in Chapter 8. The pervasive failure to recognize that 
Anselm does not even attempt in P2 to prove that God exists has induced a kind 
of intellectual myopia, so that hardly anyone sees that it is with this P3 premise 
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that Anselm establishes that God exists. And since he asserts that premise on 
the basis of a posteriori knowledge, his proof of the existence of God is not a 
version of what is these days Is labelled ‘the Ontological Argument’. 

So, if Anselm’s Argument is not a version of the Ontological Argument, what 
is it? To answer that question, it will be helpful to revisit the argument pro- 
pounded in §8.8. For that argument can be reformulated in a way which makes 
absolutely clear how Anselm’s reasoning differs from anything which can be 
called a version of the Ontological Argument. 

Just as Anselm begins his Argument by establishing common ground with 
the Fool, let me begin by establishing some agreement with those modern com- 
mentators who object to Anselm’s Argument on principle, because it involves 
inferring that something exists from what can be thought. For these sceptics, 
my contention that, for Anselm, there is always an ontological ground for what 
can be thought is not enough to dissuade them from their understanding of 
what he is attempting to do, which they believe is impossible. They simply 
insist that it is impossible to deduce that anything actually exists just from 
its being thought of — that is their objection to any ‘Ontological Argument’ 
Their demand is for factual evidence. Any assertion concerning the existence 
of something must be supported by independently verifiable (or falsifiable) 
factual considerations. Otherwise, they say, any existence-claim is simply not 
credible. 

That sweeping principle, of course, is at odds with my assessment of the 
argument Anselm presents in P2 for its conclusion. I have argued that all the 
standard criticisms of Anselm’s reasoning all fail to hit their mark, and that his 
deduction is formally valid. It is a fact that Anselm in P2 has devised a valid 
argument which entails an existential conclusion. It is reasonable, therefore, to 
ask these sceptics what they make of this fact. If it is impossible ever to deduce 
that anything actually exists just from its being thought of, how we to under- 
stand what Anselm has done? 

I predict that such sceptics have a ready answer. Recall once more Pegasus, 
the winged horse of Greek mythology. Anyone who is thinking of Pegasus 
has to think of Pegasus as a horse with wings. But it does not follow that any 
actual horse has wings. So, similarly, these sceptics could reasonably inter- 
pret Anselm as having demonstrated that something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought must be thought of as existing, while insisting that that 
does not entail that it actually exists. That is, such sceptics can insist that, 
although Anselm took himself to be proving that something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought exists in reality, what Anselm was actually doing 
was engaging in an exercise in conceptual analysis. He has shown that the 
concept of something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought implies that it 
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must be conceived as existing in reality. But that it must be conceived as exist- 
ing in reality does not imply that it actually exists. 

With a view to establishing some common ground with such sceptics, I 
propose to concede that that is one possible interpretation of what Anselm is 
doing in P2. That is, I accept that his P2 argument can be interpreted as show- 
ing that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought implies that it 
must be conceived as existing in reality. And for the sake of the argument, I will 
agree that its having to be conceived as existing in reality does not necessarily 
imply that it actually exists. Anselm would express that concession as: 


Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought cannot be thought 
not to exist. 


For the record, I do not agree with the presupposition of these sceptics, that no 
argument could ever deduce that anything actually exists just from its being 
thought of. For my judgement is that Anselm has succeeded in showing that 
there is one exception to that universal claim. But Iam prepared to set that dis- 
agreement aside and accept, for the sake of the argument, that what Anselm 
has shown can reasonably be interpreted as no more than the result of an ex- 
ercise in conceptual analysis. My reason is that, while both Anselm and the 
sceptics disagree on whether he has proved that this something actually exists 
in reality, they can agree at least that it cannot be thought not to exist, where 
that proposition, in itself, does not imply that it does exist in reality. 

In the second phase of the argument in P2 Anselm deduces its conclusion 
from having argued that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
is in the understanding. So, both Anselm and the sceptics can agree that the 
following conditional proposition expresses that inference: 


(1) If something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in the un- 
derstanding, then it cannot be thought not to exist. 


There is agreement that Anselm has, at least proven that. I now propose to use 
this proposition as the first premise in an argument I am about to develop. 

I am prepared to accept (1) because Anselm himself has twice endorsed its 
consequent — in Stage Two of the Proslogion Argument, and in Reply 9 — in 
each case without appealing to the conclusion of Pz. In the case of Stage Two, 
it was shown in §7.3 that the proposition, “Something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought could not be thought not to exist” is the interim conclusion 
of Stage Two, established before he moves on to strengthen it by interpolating 
the phrase “... so truly exists that it ...” between the subject and the predicate. 
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While I have demonstrated that he deduced the premise of that argument 
from the conclusion of P2, I also demonstrated in §7.8 that this interim con- 
clusion is also entailed by the alternative interpretations of his major premise, 
which are independent of P2. So, (1) is acceptable to Anselm on the basis of his 
Stage Two argument, independently of Stage One. In the case of the Reply 9 
argument, while both premises mention what cannot not exist, neither assert 
that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought cannot not exist, 
only that what cannot not exist can be thought. 

Next, as we noted above, and in Chapter 10, when Anselm came to write his 
Reply to Gaunilo he re-stated his arguments for the existence of something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought somewhat differently from how he 
did in the Proslogion. In particular, he replaced “it is in the understanding” with 
“jt can be thought”. Since the latter raises fewer contentious issues than the 
former, let us do the same here. That is, the sceptics’ interpretation of what 
Anselm is doing in P2 — that is, (1) — can be re-expressed as: 


(a*) If something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be 
thought, then it cannot be thought not to exist. 


But can this something be thought? Gaunilo has his doubts. We saw that 
Anselm responds to those doubts by demonstrating in R8 how it is possible 
for a rational mind to think of such a thing. Moreover, he insists that anyone 
who thoughtfully works through his Argument cannot avoid thinking of such 
a thing. He is right; readers of the Proslogion thereby re-enact his reasoning, 
and, provided they do so carefully, they will reach his conclusions. Those very 
acts of re-enactment are empirical events. By thinking through his arguments, 
readers actualize the condition governing his premises; their practice dem- 
onstrates that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be 
thought. So, no reader can seriously refuse to endorse the following, as a second 
premise: 


(2) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought can be 
thought. 


Since the truth of (2) manifestly relies on empirically verifiable (or falsifiable) 
events, this premise is justified by empirical evidence. Our sceptics might ob- 
ject, however, that that is too swift. They might say that they understand the 
words in that description, and they might even concede that, in that limited 
sense, they can think of such a thing. But it does not follow that they have 
thereby thought of the thing itself (res ila). Anselm has two replies to that. His 
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first response is to point yet again to his showing in R8 how any rational mind 
can think of the lesser and greater goods which exist in this world and ascend 
in thought to where nothing better can be thought. And his second response 
is to point out that his argument in Rg was designed precisely to meet this 
objection. He shows there that someone who is thinking of something-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, but thinks it is still possible that it does 
not actually exist, is impossibly confused. Since what cannot not exist could 
not be non-existent, it follows that anyone who thinks of this thing, even in 
a minimal sense, is committed to accepting that it cannot be thought not to 
exist. And that is all he requires. 
From (1*) and (2) it follows that: 


(3) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought cannot be 
thought not to exist. 


This is where it is instructive to reflect on the character of Anselm’s Argument 
from the perspective of Stage Three. While Anselm does not doubt that he has 
proved in P2 that this something exists in reality, strictly speaking, that con- 
troversial deduction in P2 is not required to prove his conclusions about God. No 
doubt, many readers will be surprised, perhaps even shocked, by that claim. 
But I am about to demonstrate that, even if we suspend acceptance of his P2 
conclusion and accept that (3) is simply a conceptual truth, his P3 conclusions 
about God still follow from (3) and the premise of his Stage Three metaphysi- 
cal argument. 
To repeat, that premise is: 


(4) Whatever is other than God can be thought not to exist. 


For Anselm, that meant that the whole world, and everything in it, can be 
thought not to exist. However, given the huge advances in cosmology ever 
since Galileo poked his new telescope at the moon, we would nowadays ex- 
press that same premise as: The whole universe, and everything in it, can be 
thought not to exist. 

The truth of that premise is easier to demonstrate today than it was in 
Anselm’s time. Although manifestly the universe exists now, we have the best 
of evidence that it has not always existed. In the mid-2oth Century scientific 
cosmology was still not clear about the nature of the universe. There were 
controversies between advocates of a Big Bang and advocates of constant cre- 
ation; they advanced rival scientific theories advocating alternative explana- 
tions of the same evidence. But that issue has now been settled in favour of 
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the Big Bang, which has been calculated to have occurred roughly 13.8 billion 
years ago. 

So, it is reasonable to ask: Since the universe has not always existed, how 
did it come into existence? Why does the universe exist, rather than not? The 
universe does not itself offer an answer to those questions, although we, who 
exist in it, can wonder why there exists anything at all. In his own ponderings, 
Anselm has discovered that there is one thing, and only one, which is such 
that its nature entails both its own existence and that it is such that its non- 
existence is inconceivable. So, he claims that what has that nature is the God 
in whom he believes, who exists per se ipsum, and who is the Creator of this 
contingent universe. 

For us today, that everything, God aside, has come into existence since the 
Big Bang is a proposition with strong empirical support, although, like all scien- 
tific theories, it is, in principle, falsifiable. Thus, it is in the nature of everything 
in the universe that its existence is contingent. And since our best science 
tells us that long ago it did not exist, it, the universe itself and everything in it, 
can be thought not to exist. Since that proposition has been inferred from an 
empirically confirmed cosmological theory, it too is an empirically supported 
proposition. And since the universe comprehends everything which is other 
than God, that statement is equivalent to the premise (4). Therefore both (2) 
and (4) are empirically grounded propositions. 

In §8.6, we saw that it was provable that if God does not exist, then every- 
thing can be thought not to exist. At the risk of being tedious, but in order to 
demonstrate that what I am about to argue is indeed validly deduced, let me 
repeat the argumentation in §8.6 which demonstrated the truth of that scepti- 
cal hypothesis. That requires just one more premise. It is the logical principle 
Anselm announced in Reply 5: 


(5) Whatever does not exist is able not to exist, and whatever is able not 
to exist can be thought not to exist. 


Since there are two implications in the premise (5), it follows by the rule of 
inference called Hypothetical Syllogism, that: 


(6) Whatever does not exist can be thought not to exist. 


Now, since we are trying to accommodate the sceptics who cannot accept that 
Anselm has proven that God exists, let us suppose, as we did in §8.6, that: 


(7) God does not exist. 
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Since (7) is the sceptic’s supposition, there can be no qualms about whether it 
is fitting to deduce something about God from the universal proposition (6). 
So, it follows from (6) and (7) that: 


(8) God can be thought not to exist. 
Having deduced (8), we can conjoin it to (4). That is: 


(9) God can be thought not to exist, and whatever is other than God 
can be thought not to exist. 


That conjunction covers all possibilities. Therefore, (9) is logically equivalent 
to: 


(10) Everything can be thought not to exist. 


Note: the range of the quantifier “everything” in (10) is not restricted just to all 
those things which exist, since it follows from Anselm Reply 5 premise — that is, 
(5) above — that those things which do not exist can likewise be thought not to 
exist. (10) applies literally to everything, whether existent or not. 

Now, (10) has been deduced from the supposition (7). So, it follows, by the 
inferential rule of Conditional Proof, that: 


(1) If God does not exist, everything can be thought not to exist. 
But (3) says that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought cannot 
be thought not to exist. Therefore, the consequent of (11) is false; it is not true 
that everything can be thought not to exist. So, it follows from (3) and (11) by 
the rule of modus tollens that: 

(12) Itis not true that God does not exist. 
And by the rule of inference called Double Negation, (12) is equivalent to: 

(13) God exists. 
Sceptics might complain that this deduction has breached the initial agree- 
ment on the status of (1). It had certainly been agreed that the sense of (1) 


was that it did not imply that anything actually exists. Rather, there was a pre- 
sumption that the subject of (1), like Pegasus in the Greek myths, was not being 
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referred to as if it existed in the real world. On the other hand, so the complaint 
might go, the premise (4) is being justified by reference to the nature of the real 
universe. The argument is not valid because there is equivocation between the 
ontological status of the subjects in (1) and (4). This complaint cannot, howev- 
er, be sustained. I have argued that the premise (4) is an empirically grounded 
proposition, and that it is strongly backed by the most recent cosmology, and 
therefore has a strong claim to be true. But the scope of (4) is not restricted to 
whatever actually exists. That (4) is true of whatever actually exists in the uni- 
verse certainly required justification, but (4) is also true of whatever does not 
exist. For, according to (6), whatever does not exist can be thought not to exist. 
So, there is no equivocation concerning the ontological status of the subjects 
of (1) and (4). What was agreed about the status of the subject of (1) is within 
the scope of “whatever” in (4). The argument is valid. 

Unlike (1) and (1*), (13) isnot another way of saying that God must be thought 
of as existing. That was accommodated when we agreed on the premise (1), as 
a way of saying that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought must 
be thought of as existing. The existential claim in (13) differs from that conces- 
sion in (1). The difference comes about because there are extra premises in- 
volved in the deduction of (13), namely, (2), (4) and (5). Premise (5) is a logical 
truth about implications, but the other two, namely (2) and (4), are unqualified 
truths known a posteriori and based on factual evidence. For while this deduc- 
tion is dependent on the conceptual truth (1*), the fact that (2) and (4) are 
based on empirical evidence shows that this is not an argument couched en- 
tirely within the realm of thought. The deduction as a whole has a factual base. 

Until Anselm articulates that premise (4) in Stage Three, nothing he has 
written in the Proslogion entails that God exists. It follows, therefore, that his 
argument for the existence of God is not a priori, but, on the contrary, its truth 
depends on two premises which have strong empirical grounding. That his 
premise (4) can now be interpreted as empirically grounded shows that his 
Argument is radically different from the so-called ‘Ontological Argument’ de- 
bated so often in the secondary literature. And since his conclusion that God 
exists depends upon those two premises, that conclusion likewise has strong 
empirical grounding. 

With this demonstration of (13), it emerges Anselm has two ways of prov- 
ing the existence of God in the Proslogion. The only extra premise required is 
(5). Therefore, there is no longer any rational basis for refusing to accept the 
cogency of the deduction of the conclusion of P2. And while the argument 
above requires only the interim conclusion of Stage Two, that provides a ratio- 
nal basis for accepting not only the interim conclusion of Stage Two, but with 
the restoration of the conclusion of Stage One, Anselm’s stage Two conclusion 
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follows. With that, and his premise (4), and the conclusion that God exists, all 
the other conclusions about God which he deduced in Stage Three also follow 
validly, as we saw in §8.6. 

Understood in the light of the argument above, it can no longer be main- 
tained that Anselm’s Argument is a priori. It is understandable that so many 
have interpreted his Stage One argument that way, but what is crucial for his 
proving the existence of God is his Stage Three premise (4), which is a pos- 
teriori. His Argument is therefore not a version of the so-called ‘Ontological 
Argument’. I developed the argument above to help answer the question, “If 
Anselm's Argument is not a version of the Ontological Argument, what is it?” 
This argument demonstrates that, because of its dependence on the premises 
(2) and (4), the answer to that question has to be: 


Anselm’s Argument for the existence of God is a unique version of the 
Cosmological Argument. 


This is why his Argument, in its totality, needs to be assessed from the perspec- 
tive of Stage Three. We now have an argument, built on the interim conclusion 
of Stage Two and the premise of the metaphysical argument in Stage Three, 
which establishes that God exists. That has been established independently 
of the conclusion of Stage One, based on factual evidence. And in the similar 
argument in §8.6, we saw that it follows from those two propositions that God 
alone is something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. Since this argu- 
ment shows both that God exists, and that God is identical with something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, it follows that this something exists. 
So, Anselm’s argumentation suffices to prove the conclusion of Stage One inde- 
pendently of the argument he presents in Pz. It no longer looks surprising that 
it was also proven four times over in the Reply. 

Returning to our agreement with the sceptics about the interpretation of 
Anselm's argument in P2, all the intense debates raging around the cogency of 
the argument turn out to be otiose. For it has now been shown that Anselm’s 
conclusion in P2 — that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
exists — follows validly from his reasoning even when his argument for it in 
P2 is set aside. Given that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
can be thought, those sceptics who refuse to accept that Anselm's P2 argument 
is sound now have to contend with the fact that that the same conclusion is 
entailed by the interim conclusion of Stage Two and the premise of his meta- 
physical argument in Stage Three, plus the logical principle in Reply 5. 

Since this result shows that that conclusion is true, there is no longer any 
good reason to qualify the status of what that argument proves. I agreed earlier, 
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in anticipation of the argument now rehearsed, that Anselm’s argument in P2 
could be interpreted as establishing that this something cannot be thought not 
to exist, where that proposition, in itself, does not imply that it does exist in re- 
ality. That interpretation can still be made, but it is an unnecessary concession 
to the sceptics. While it is still true that the proposition that this something 
cannot be thought not to exist does not, of itself, imply that it exists, we no 
longer need to suspend acceptance of his P2 conclusion. I agreed to that ear- 
lier for a dialectical reason: to secure some common ground with those who 
sceptically insist that it is not possible to deduce that anything actually exists 
just from its being thought of. But since that conclusion is true, and Anselm 
has shown that his argument in Stage One cannot be applied to anything other 
than God, there are no good reasons to keep insisting on the universality of 
that sceptical thesis. The proven uniqueness of God validates Anselm’s deduc- 
ing in P2 that something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is both in 
the understanding and in reality. It actually exists. 

It is time to put to rest the mistaken assumptions that Anselm is trying to de- 
fine something into existence or trying to bridge some ontologically unbridge- 
able gap between thought and reality. In his way of thinking, there is no such 
unbridgeable gap, despite its being so often assumed nowadays that there is 
such a gap. In §11.5, I attributed that assumption to a hangover of Cartesian du- 
alism. Those who are sceptical of Anselm’s enterprise will probably be stunned 
to discover that it can be proved that God exists even when we allow those two 
thoroughly sceptical concessions: 


(a) that Anselm’s P2 argument can be interpreted as showing that 
something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought must be con- 
ceived as existing in reality, but that does not necessarily imply that 
it actually exists; and 

(b) that God does not exist. 


For (1) was accepted on the understanding that Anselm’s Stages One and Two 
are merely preparatory exercises in conceptual analysis. And there could not 
be a more sceptical supposition than that God does not exist. Shocking or not, 
the deduction of (13) from (1), (2), (4) and (5) is valid. But since the conclusion 
(13) follows even with those concessions to the sceptics, we can now safely re- 
vert to the way Anselm articulated his Argument in the Proslogion. 

Anselm’s genius is to have discovered a concept of something the existence 
of which is grounded in the reality of this universe, but which turns out, when 
its implications are rigorously thought through, to be enough to prove the 
existence of something unique, and unlike all the contingent things which 
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populate the universe. For what drives his reasoning is that there are onto- 
logical implications in what can be thought. There are many examples where 
negative conclusions can be drawn from thinking seriously about what can be 
thought, as in our example of wondering whether it can be thought that figs 
could grow on thistles. But Anselm has discovered the one unique case where 
examining the implications of what can be thought does suffice to establish a 
positive existential conclusion. 

Once we recognize that Anselm’s Argument for the existence of God has 
been misclassified as a version of the Ontological Argument, it becomes expli- 
cable why it has kept attracting defenders who have a hunch that it is sound 
after all, and critics who keep insisting that there must be something wrong 
with it. It is no wonder that consensus cannot be reached when the text itself 
is mistranslated and misinterpreted so prevalently. It has now turned out that 
attacking Anselm's Argument by reiterating the familiar and sound objections 
to the Ontological Argument is a waste of time and effort. For we have now 
shown it must be reclassified as a version of the Cosmological Argument. 

Having proved that God not only exists, but has a unique and supreme mode 
of existing, Anselm has all he needs to set out on the next part of his quest. 


CHAPTER 13 


The Quest Continues 


Having completed his three-stage proof in P2 and P3 that God exists most truly 
and maximally of all and having shown in P4 how the Fool could think the 
unthinkable, Anselm gives thanks for his new understanding. That prayer of 
thanksgiving marks the attainment of the first goal in his quest for understand- 
ing. He is now ready to extend his quest, to explore those other issues he fore- 
shadowed in the Preface, namely, “that [God] is the supreme good, needing 
nothing else, and whom all things need in order to be and in order to be rightly, 
and whatever else we believe about the Divine Substance”. Karl Barth points 
out that the beginning of P5 introduces the second problem of the Proslogion, 
that of the nature of God.! While that is not wrong, there are other issues dealt 
with as well, as we will see. 

The text from P5 to the end, in P26, is by far the longer division of the whole, 
but few commentators address themselves systematically to this latter part. 
The exceptions are Charlesworth? — although only to P15 — and Logan.? My 
own From Belief to Understanding? has been rightly criticized for not doing so. 
Yet these latter chapters are very revealing of how Anselm envisages the nature 
of his quest, and thereby clarifies further how the arguments in P2 to P4 are to 
be read. 


13.1 God is ‘per se ipsum’ 


Establishing that God’s mode of existence is the truest and maximal of all pro- 
vides Anselm with the ground for his subsequently claiming that God is “solum 
existens per se ipsum [alone existing through itself]”. By that, he means that, 
unlike everything which exists in this world, in no way is God’s existence de- 
pendent on anything else. The concept is what is sometimes called ‘ontological 
necessity’, or ‘metaphysical necessity’. 


1 Barth (1931/1960), pp. 100-101. 

2 Charlesworth (1965). 

3 Logan (2009). Visser & Williams do discuss Anselm's deliberations about God’s justice and 
mercy in Pg—Pu, but none of his other chapters P5—P26. 

4 Campbell (1976). 
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In the first sentence of P2, Anselm had asked to be given to understand two 
matters: “that You are as we believe; and that You are what we believe”. Coming 
to understand that God so truly exists that He could not be thought not to exist 
answers the first petition. And that God is that than which a greater cannot be 
thought does provide an answer to the second petition. But it is far from being 
a comprehensive answer to that second petition. Indeed, that is why some com- 
mentators maintain that Anselm does not justify the identity of God as that- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought until near the end of the Proslogion. 
We have seen that that is not correct; that identity is one of the conclusions of 
P3. It is confirmed in Py, and it is cited as a reason justifying other conclusions 
drawn in Ps5 and later. 

However, it would be reasonable to say that what has been established thus 
far is no more than a bare identity. I suggested in §8.5 that the description “that 
than which a greater cannot be thought” involves extrinsic references, in two 
respects: it is expressed in terms of the constraints on human thinking, and it 
involves a comparison with everything else. That phrase, therefore, although 
true, is not apt to serve as a description of God’s intrinsic nature, in the sense 
that an ‘intrinsic’ property is a property God would necessarily still have, even 
if nothing else existed. For that reason, much more remains to be said about 
the nature of God before the full implications of that bare identity have been 
revealed. Filling out that identification, so that Anselm comes to understand, 
at least to some extent, what God’s intrinsic attributes are, is the task for the 
rest of the Proslogion. 

This identification was introduced as a mere belief in P2, justified in P3, and 
reaffirmed in P4. Anselm nevertheless understands that much remains out- 
standing if he is to receive a comprehensive and non-comparative answer to 
his petition. That this is what the rest of the Proslogion is about is signalled by 
the opening sentence of P5. He asks, 


What therefore are You, Lord God, than whom nothing greater can be 
thought? 


That question signals that from now on, Anselm is in theological territory. But 
that does not mean that he must stop arguing. Rather, his argument from here 
on will presuppose, and build upon, those theological conclusions he has es- 
tablished in the second half of P3. 

The fact that he begins this second task by asking again what God is does 
not negate the fact that he has already established an answer in terms of the 
identity established in P3. Certainly not, since he qualifies the vocative use of 
“Lord God” by repeating once again, in apposition, the very phrase which he is 
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now justified in using as an identifying description. He answers his own ques- 
tion with another rhetorical question: 


But what are You if not that which, the highest of all things, alone ex- 
isting through itself [solum existens per se ipsum], made all things from 
nothing? 


That God is the highest of all things has already been established in P3. Of 
course, the truth of the implied proposition depends upon that identification. 
So, from the start of Ps, and thereafter, Anselm takes it as established that God 
is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 

It is significant that the first intrinsic attribute he mentions is a further 
feature of God’s mode of existence. He infers this from the description, “the 
highest of all things’, but unlike that description, which is comparative, exist- 
ing through itself is a categorical, non-comparative description. Anselm had 
presented a Neoplatonic argument in Monologion 1: that since good things are 
good through that thing (whatever it be) through which it is necessary that all 
[good] things be good, there is one thing which is supremely good, the highest 
of all things which exist. From that he inferred in M3 that everything exists 
through something, although there is something which exists through itself. 
And by M7 he has argued that this Supreme Being, solely through itself, pro- 
duced all existing things (other than the Supreme Being) from no material, and 
thus, out of nothing. 

This passage in P5 is a brief summary of that argument. But the claim is so 
strong and so fundamental that it calls for some elaboration. For Anselm, it is 
not good enough to say that something exists, full stop — as if its existence is 
a bare fact about which nothing more can be said. We see all around us that 
things come into existence and cease to exist, and we look for explanations of 
why these happenings occur. As we saw in the ‘other argument’ which David 
Smith extracted from Anselm’s Reply, causal language is integral to his meta- 
physics. His understanding of causation is the very opposite of David Hume’s, 
for whom the only ontological ground of causal judgements are the universal 
correlations between kinds of ‘objects’ or ‘events’ — and between them there 
are no necessary connections. Within a Humean perspective, the only possible 
response to the question why such correlations occur is: “It is just a fact; they 
always do”. One reason why many find that answer quite unsatisfactory is that 
the English word “fact’, used so readily in modern speech, is derived from the 
Latin “factum”: something which has been made. So, to respond by saying “It 
is just a fact” is to say that it has been caused; that answer simply restates the 
question. 
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For Anselm, by contrast, if something does exist, but is able not to exist, the 
fact that it exists needs to be explained. If it is able to exist and able not to exist 
— that is, if its existence is contingent (as Hume also maintains) — those possi- 
bilities are not grounded in some ability or power it possesses itself; to say that 
would be an ‘improper’ way of speaking. Rather, if it exists, that fact is due to 
the exercise of some power by something else, and the exercise of restraint on 
the part of other things which are able to destroy it. Anything whose existence 
is contingent has to be brought into being by something with sufficient power 
to make it emerge, for to ‘ex-ist’ is to ‘be out’, that is, to emerge. For Anselm, 
that is enshrined in his language; if something is able [potest] to do something, 
that implies that something has the power [potestas] to do it. And if something 
does not exist, that is either because at least some the conditions necessary to 
make it happen are missing, or something has prevented its coming to exist. 
The existence of all contingent beings is therefore always ab alio, by another. 
And that is why, whether they do exist or do not, they are able not to exist, and 
consequently can be thought not to exist. 

But for Anselm, that is not true of absolutely everything. There is one 
being — God, than whom no greater can be thought — who so truly exists that 
He could not be thought not to exist. That negative is no indication of a lack of 
power. On the contrary, there is a double negative here; it is because He so truly 
exists that He could not be thought not to exist. Furthermore, since everything 
else can be thought not to exist, He is the highest of all. And from that, Anselm 
infers that His mode of existing could not be ad alio, for there is nothing higher 
from whom God could have derived His existence. Indeed, to echo a comment 
of Augustine, ° if there were anything higher, God would have to be that. That 
is why Anselm can say that God is solum existens per se ipsum, alone existing 
through Himself. 

Anselm moves through describing God as “the highest of all things”, to “alone 
existing through itself”, and then concludes that “God is the maker of all other 
things from nothing”. Those two inferences are far too swift. They require some 
argument, which Anselm does not provide. Since these two inferences are too 
swift, let us see whether they can be deduced from what he has argued so far. 

In §10.6, I discussed the ‘other argument’ which David Smith has extracted 
from Anselim’s reasoning. It is formulated in terms of ‘what is caused to exist’. 
So, following Smith’s precedent, let us first see whether Anselm can justify his 
claim that God is per se”. Given what Anselm has already proved, that inference 
can be justified by a somewhat longer argument. What can guide our investiga- 
tion of this is that, if God alone is per se, everything which exists, but is other 


5 Augustine, De Libero Arbitrio, 11, xv. 
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than God, owes its existence to something else. Let us start with a premise 
similar to one which Smith attributes to Anselm: 


(1) Whatever exists, but is able not to exist, has been caused to exist. 
That follows from Anselm’s understanding that being able not to exist is an 
improper way of saying that anything which exists, but is not per se, must have 
been brought into existence by something else. That means, it has been caused 
to exist. This is another place where it is useful to invoke Anselm’s Rs principle, 


namely: 


(2) What does not exist is able not to exist, and what is able not to exist 
can be thought not to exist. 


From (1) and (2) it follows that: 


(3) Whatever exists, but can be thought not to exist, has been caused to 
exist. 


The premise of the metaphysical argument in Stage Three says: 

(4) Whatever is other than God can be thought not to exist. 
So, it follows from (3) and (4) that: 

(5) Whatever exists, but is other than God, has been caused to exist. 
Now, Anselm has already proved that: 

(6) God and only God is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot be thought. 
By contraposition, (6) implies: 


(7) Anything which is other than God is not that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot be thought. 


So, it follows from (5) and (7) that: 


(8) Whatever exists, if it is caused to exist, is not that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot be thought. 
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By contraposition, (8) is equivalent to: 


(9) If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot be thought exists, it has not 
been caused to exist. 


That is, since God exists, and is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot be thought, 
as (6) says, it follows that: 


(10) God exists but has not been caused to exist. 


The deduction of (10) means that God exists per se. This is the first conclusion 
about the nature of God which Anselm asserts, and it is the most significant. 
It is because God exists per se that He is unable to be thought not to exist, for 
there is nothing which could have caused Him to exist. And it is for that very 
reason that He is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. Although that 
formula is expressed as a limitation on what can be thought, it is true of God 
because He exists per se. It is intriguing how Anselm uses his formula to derive 
two conclusions, and then is able to show that those two conclusions are onto- 
logically grounded in God’s supreme mode of existence, of existing per se. That 
might seem as if he is engaging in a circular argument, but such an impression 
would be superficial; what he is doing is exploring the two sides of a mutual 
entailment. 


13.2 God is the Creator and the Supreme Good 


Anselm’s other claim in P5 is that God is the maker of all other things from 
nothing. Let us see if that can also be deduced. It seems like a tall order, but his 
formula is very powerful. 

Our deduction of (10) above was guided by the proposition that every- 
thing which exists, but is other than God, owes its existence to something 
else. But that would still be true if everything which comes into existence 
has been brought into existence by something else which in turn has likewise 
been brought into existence by some third thing, and so on — that is, if the 
series of things coming into existence stretches back into an infinite past, and 
forward into an infinite future. Modern cosmology makes that supposition 
highly dubious, but if such a series is even possible, that is enough to show 
that Anselm's inference to “God is the maker of all other things from nothing” 
is too swift. 

We will begin again with the proposition (1). From (1) and (5) it follows that: 
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(1) Whatever exists, but is other than God, is both able to exist and able 
not to exist, and it has been caused to exist. 


Given Anselm’s understanding of abilities, it follows from (11) that: 


(12) Whatever exists, but is other than God, has been caused to exist by 
something else. 


Since (12) follows from these premises, and we are wondering about Anselm's 
claim that “God is the maker of all other things from nothing”, let us suppose 
that He is not the Creator of everything else. Anselm's claim would be false if 
at least one thing which is other than God exists, and has been caused to exist, 
but not by God. That is, let us suppose that: 


(13) Something which is other than God exists, and has been caused to 
exist by something else, but it has not been caused to exist by God. 


In order to deduce anything from a proposition whose subject is “something”, 
it is necessary to introduce an assumption whose subject is some arbitrarily 
chosen exemplar of that something, Let us call that “x”. So, let us assume that: 


(14) x is other than God, and x exists, but x has not been caused to exist 
by God. 


From (4) and (14) it follows that: 


(15) xis other than God, and x exists, and x has been caused to exist by 
something other than x, but x has not been caused to exist by God. 


Now, it is implicit in Anselm's theological argument in Stage Three that if there 
is a maker of all other things — that is, if there is a Creator of everything else — 
then nothing can be thought to be greater than the Creator. So, Anselm would 
have no doubts about endorsing: 


(16) If there is a Creator of everything else, then nothing can be thought 
to be greater than the Creator. 


(16) is equivalent to: 
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(17) If there is a Creator of everything else, then the Creator is 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 


Now, applying his modified inference rule concerning what can be thought, it 
follows from (16) that: 


(17) If it can be thought that there is a Creator of everything else, 
then it can be thought that the Creator of everything else is 
that-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought. 


But (14) says that x has been caused to exist by something other than God. So, 
it follows that: 


(19) God is not the Creator of everything else. 


Now, although (14) says that x was caused to exist by something other than 
God, nevertheless, it is possible to think that it was God who caused x to exist. 
That is, applying the same reasoning as we did when reconstructing both 
Anselm’s Stage One and Stage Two arguments, it is possible to think that there 
is something which is essentially identical to God, but with this one difference; 
this other God would indeed be the Creator of everything else, including x. But 
in that case, the following would be true: 


(20) It is possible to think that there is something greater than God, 
namely, something which is essentially identical to God, and is the 
Creator of everything else. 


But God is that-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought. Therefore, (20) 
implies: 


(21) If x is other than God and x exists, and x has been caused to 
exist, and x has not been caused to exist by God, then that-than- 
which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought is not that-than-which- 
nothing-greater-can-be-thought. 


But the consequent of (21) is not possible. Therefore, it follows that: 


(22) It is not possible that x is other than God and x exists, and x has 
been caused to exist, but x has not been caused to exist by God. 
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Generalizing (20), it follows that: 


(23) It is not possible that something is other than God and it exists, 
and has been caused to exist, but it has not been caused to exist by 
God. 


That has been deduced from (14) and does not mention x. And x is not men- 
tioned in any of the other premises in this argument. So, (23) can be re-asserted 
as entailed by (13). So, now the assumption (13) entails (23), which says that 
what (13) assumed to be true is not possible. So, what (13) says is not possible. 
Therefore: 


(24) Necessarily, whatever is other than God and exists, and has been 
caused to exist, has been caused to exist by God. 


Therefore, it follows that: 
(25) God is the maker of all other things. 


Now, if God is the Creator of everything else, then there was nothing other than 
God prior to His act of creation. So, it follows that: 


(26) God is the maker of all other things from nothing. 


It is quite remarkable that such a conclusion should be provable by deploy- 
ing Anselm's formula, and by the reasoning which underpins his three-stage 
Argument. 

That God has created all other things ‘from nothing’ is a distinctively 
Judaeo-Christian doctrine, which Anselm is here endorsing. The emergence 
of that doctrine marked a radical departure from one of the fundamental the- 
ses of Greek metaphysics, in which the being of any entity [ousia in Greek, 
substantia in Latin] is understood in terms of its Form coming to inform some 
matter — that out of which it is made. In this Greek metaphysics, the existence 
of everything in the world is understood on the model of the world-maker who 
is like a potter who moulds some clay into the form of a pot. 

That model is quite explicit in the case of Plato. According to the ‘likely tale’ 
he tells in the Timaeus, the world has been fashioned by a Demiurge who, like 
any artisan, conceives beforehand what he will make, and sets about imposing 
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those preconceived forms upon the inchoate mess of the pre-cosmos. The es- 
sence of the object produced is the realization of the preconceived end [telos | 
of his activity. On this model, natural objects are constituted just as the prod- 
ucts of an art or craft [techneé]. When Plato was writing there was no word in 
the Greek language for “matter”, but because this model of world-making re- 
quired some stuff which was fashioned into various forms, Aristotle invented a 
word to fill this conceptual gap. He took the everyday word for ‘timber [hyle]’, 
the stuff out of which boxes and tables are made, and generalized its meaning 
to signify whatever something is made out of. Aristotle did not adopt Plato’s 
Demiurge as a world-maker, because he argued that the world had no begin- 
ning. He nevertheless accepted that natural objects are as though they were 
works produced by means of a techné. That provided his justification for claim- 
ing that things in nature are for something, that is, that they have a natural end 
[telos]. As he wrote in his Physics:® 


If a house were one of the things which come to be due to nature, it would 
come to be just as it now does by the agency of art [techné]; and if things 
which are due to nature came to be not only due to nature but also due to 
art, they would come to be just as they are by nature. The one, then, is for 
the other. In general, art either imitates the works of nature or completes 
that which nature is unable to bring to completion. If, then, that which 
is in accordance with art is for something, clearly so is that which is in 
accordance with nature. 


The Judeo-Christian concept of creation is significantly different on both 
scores. For Augustine, and for the medieval philosophical theologians such as 
Anselm and Thomas Aquinas, Plato’s eternal Forms were internalized within 
God, as divine ideas. And because it is founded on the model of a performative 
word, the concept of creation has no role for pre-existing matter. According 
to Genesis 1, God created the heavens and the earth by repeatedly saying, “Let 
there be...”, and there was. As the Christian Fathers thought through this 
model, they came to realize that it implied that everything other than God has 
been created out of nothing. And for Christians, that model was reinforced by 
the first three verses of The Gospel according to John: 


6 Aristotle: Physics, (2.B. 199%12—-18). 
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In the beginning was the Word [logos] and the Word was with God [pros 
ton theon] and the Word was God [theos]. He was in the beginning with 
God; all things were made through him, and without him was not any- 
thing made which was made. 


That the universe was made by being ‘spoken’ into existence is a very differ- 
ent model from that of the potter shaping pre-existent clay. By the end of the 
medieval period, it had become patently obvious that these two models are 
fundamentally incompatible. 

We can see the tension between these two models of world-making in 
Anselm's Monologion. In Mg, when trying to explain the concept of creation, he 
invokes, as did Plato, the model of a craftsman who has in mind a pre-existent 
form which he then tries to actualize in what he makes: 


By no means can anything reasonably be made by anyone unless before- 
hand there is in the thinking [ratione] of the maker a certain pattern, as 
it were, of the thing to be made — or more suitably put, a form or likeness 
orarule. 


Although he does not also mention that a craftsman also needs some pre- 
existent matter upon which to impose that form, he is aware that that this 
model is problematic. From the latter part of the second century on, the 
Christian Fathers had developed the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo in opposition 
to the Greek philosophical tradition, on one side, and to the Gnostics, on the 
other, and it had been endorsed and elaborated by Augustine. Consequently, 
Anselm hastens to clarify what he has just written: 


Although it is clear that before they were made, those things which 
have been made were nothing — with respect to the fact that they were 
not then what they are now and there was not anything from which 
they were made — nevertheless they were not nothing with respect to 
their Maker's reason, through which and according to which they were 
made. 


Then, in Mio, he again adopts explicitly the model of a craftsman, as we saw 
in §4.5, but with an interesting twist, introduces the alternative model of the 
performative word. For he suggests that when a craftsman is about to make a 
work of his craft, he first ‘speaks [dicit]’ of it within himself, by a mental con- 
ception. Anselm then (mixing his metaphors) describes this ‘mental speaking 
[Locutio]’ as ‘looking [intuetur]’ by means of an image or by thinking a universal. 
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What is interesting about this metaphor of ‘speaking’ is that it accords with the 
description in Genesis and The Gospel according to John. 

Probably for this reason, Anselm goes on to point out in Mu that there is 
in this similitude of the craftsman much dissimilarity. Even so, the dissimi- 
larity he emphasizes is mostly focussed on the fact that a human craftsman 
seeks to materialize ideas which are borrowed from his experience of other 
things, whereas the Creative Substance is free of any such limitations. Anselm 
does acknowledge that “a craftsman cannot produce the work conceived in 
his mind if he lacks either the materials or something without which the work 
cannot be accomplished”. But in this early text he seems not to have realized 
how fundamental is the dissimilarity. If all creatures have been created, but not 
out of anything, the whole metaphysics of form and matter, of intelligible forms 
and ‘sensible accidents’, of change as the exchange of forms in some matter, of 
potentiality and actuality, and of the ‘four causes’ — formal, material, efficient, 
and final — is undermined, although that elaborate metaphysical framework 
did not finally collapse until the 17th Century.” But in the Proslogion Anselm 
does not pursue the metaphysical consequences of conceiving creation as ‘out 
of nothing’. 

Instead, in the latter part of P5, he perpetuates the Platonic and Neoplatonic 
understanding that temporal goods are good by reason of their participation 
in the Form of the Good. Just as creatures have a mode of being through hav- 
ing been made by the Supreme Being, so temporal goods derive their goodness 
through their existence being dependent upon the Supreme Good. So, he says: 


What good, then, is absent from the Supreme Good, through which every 
good exists? 


Since proving that God is the Supreme Good was one of the objectives he 
specified in the Preface for his unum argumentum, to establish that thesis with 
a brief rhetorical question is quite surprising. Probably he thought it would 
suffice to present just a brief summary, since he had already discussed this at 
greater length in the Monologion. And, of course, this thesis has been implicit 
in all three stages of the Argument in P2 and P3. He manifestly understands 


7 Present-day Thomists would, of course, deny that the grand synthesis of Biblical thinking 
and Greek philosophy proved ultimately to be incompatible. But then they need to provide 
an alternative explanation of why that metaphysical worldview, and the conception of sci- 
ence which resulted from that synthesis, broke down in the 17th Century, and was replaced 
by a quite different conception of science. I examine these issues in my Truth and Historicity 
(1992) in much greater detail than is appropriate here. 
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his own formula, “something than which a greater cannot be thought’, as 
conceptually related to “something than which a better cannot be thought’. 
We do not need to look further than the theological argument of Stage Three 
for that conceptual connection to be evident, and it is reinforced time and 
again in his talk of what would be better, including in the sentence quoted 
below. 

So, given that, the brevity of Anselm's proving that God is the Supreme Good 
is indicative of his reliance on having already proved that God is supremely 
true and supremely great. 


13.3 God is Whatever it is Better to be than Not to be 


Having established to his own satisfaction that God is the Supreme Good, 
Anselm swiftly generalizes it to a whole range of other virtues. He concludes 
Ps with the following all-encompassing claim: 


You are accordingly just, truthful, blessed, and whatever it is better to be 
than not to be. For it is indeed better to be just than not just, blessed than 
not blessed. 


The second sentence is the only justification he provides for the first. Presum- 
ably, he thought that reason was too obvious to require further elaboration. 
Nevertheless, it is instructive to lay out, even if only in a rather summary man- 
ner, how his claim depends on his previous Argument. 

Anselm has established in P3 that his initial declaration of belief is true, 
and that the description applies to God uniquely. In P4 and Ps, he reiterates 
his conclusion: 


(27) God is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 


Since his reason for claiming that God is just is that being just is better than 
being unjust, let us suppose that: 


(28) God is not just. 
Given (27), (28) is equivalent to: 


(29) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is not just. 
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Applying the strategy Anselm uses in both Stage One and Stage Two, even if 
(28) is true, 


(30) It can be thought that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is just. 


So, let us suppose, in parallel to the move Anselm made at this stage, 


(31) Something else essentially identical to that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought is just. 


Provided it is also the case that: 
(32) Being just is good, 


the definition of the ‘greater than’ relation can be invoked, and in the same way 
as in Stages One and Two, it would follow that: 


(33) Something is greater than than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 


Anselm can then discharge the assumption made at (28), and by similar steps 
arrive at his original assumption implying his familiar contradiction: 


(34) If God is not just, that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is 
not that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 


From (34), it follows that (28) is false. That is, 
(35) God is just. 


In similar fashion, Anselm can argue that God is truthful and blessed — indeed, 
whatever other attributes he believes it is appropriate to ascribe to his God, 
such as merciful, unlimited, and eternal. 

He expresses this generalization as “God is whatever it is better to be than 
not to be”. But, as it stands, that sweeping universal is too broad. It is better to 
be well-fed than hungry, to be a good sleeper than an insomniac, etc. There are 
many things which it is better to be than not, but which are not appropriate to 
attribute to God. Anselm might have narrowed the scope of this universal prin- 
ciple by saying that being well-fed and being a good sleeper are what it is better 
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to be than not to be for biological creatures, so those examples are irrelevant 
to God. That is a reasonable response but does not help much. For if he were 
to restrict the relevant attributes to those which it would be better for God to 
have than not to have, he could no longer rely on this principle to identify the 
relevant attributes. And applying this principle would require knowing some 
prior criterion by which to identify which attributes are appropriate for a god 
to have, and that seems inconsistent with Anselm’s disavowal of any intention 
to penetrate God’s loftiness. 

Nor does this principle always produce the right result. For example, since 
according to Genesis 1, God saw that the world He had made is good, and ev- 
erything in the world exists in space and time, it would follow that existing 
in space and time is good. But in Pig, Anselm will argue that God does not 
exist in space and time. Anselm should have been more careful in crafting his 
generalization, to narrow the scope of the hyperbole expressed by that word 
“whatever”. 

Not only does Anselm ascribe these attributes to God, but he says that God 
has many of them supremely. Those superlatives can also be justified by an ar- 
gument parallel to Stage Two. If God is just, He can be thought to be something 
which could not be unjust — as indeed Anselm says in Pu. From that, plus the 
proposition that being unable to be unjust is good, Anselm could have repli- 
cated his Stage Two argument to conclude that; 


(36) God could not be thought not to be just. 
And from (34) and (35), it would follow that: 
(37) God is maximally just. 


And he could have constructed similar arguments to conclude that God is 
Supremely Good, Supremely Merciful, that He knows in a supreme way, that 
he is Supremely Light, etc. 

All of these deductions pertain to the chapters from P5 onwards. Laying 
them out, albeit in this summary form, suffices to demonstrate just how cru- 
cial for the rest of the Proslogion is the identification of God concluded in P3. 
Securing that identification provides what is required to serve as the premise 
for the attributes of God which Anselm goes on to discuss. It has now become 
very clear how the whole chain constituted an unum argumentum, a single 
extended argument. 
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In the Preface Anselm had stated that amongst his objectives was to “prove ... 
whatever else we believe about the Divine Substance”. It seems that he took 
the universal claim that God is whatever it is better to be than not to be as 
providing sufficient grounds for proving ‘whatever we believe about the Divine 
Substance’. But whereas he has a rigorous proof that God exists and exists su- 
premely, he does not even attempt to deduce with the same degree of rigour 
‘whatever else we believe about the Divine Substance’. Rather, often what fol- 
lows is not an explicit articulation of precisely what, in each case, justifies 
ascribing some attribute to God, but rather to resolve a number of puzzles gen- 
erated as a result of doing so. 

Obviously, Anselm judged it to be important to resolve these puzzles, since 
otherwise someone might take them as providing good reasons to deny that 
God is omnipotent, impassible, or supremely merciful, for example. But re- 
solving such puzzles does not amount to proving that God is omnipotent, or 
impassible, or supremely merciful. It seems that Anselm is relying on the clos- 
ing statement of P5, and assuming that if it is better to be omnipotent, impas- 
sible, or merciful (or whatever), than not to be, then his three-stage argument 
can be adapted to secure those attributes, in the way we have reconstructed. 
Accordingly, he sets out to show that there are no impediments to describing 
God in the way his Church standardly does. 

Thus, in the first sentence of P6, Anselm invokes his general principle to 
pose one of his rhetorical questions. He asks: 


And yet, since it is better to be sensible [sensibilem], omnipotent, mer- 
ciful, passible, than not to be, how are You sensible if You are not a 
body — or merciful and impassible at the same time? 


That is, he simply assumes that the intrinsic properties traditionally attributed 
to God are all established in one fell swoop by his principle: that God is “what- 
ever it is better to be than not to be”. On that assumption, removing possible 
objections is all that remains to be done. 

Some modern writers have doubted whether these traditional attributes are 
appropriate. Indeed, that God is eternal (in the sense of timeless), and that he 
has all the properties Anselm has just attributed to Him, are the tenets which 
characterize classical Christian theism. Some of those tenets have been reject- 
ed, questioned, or redefined by a number of modern thinkers. For example, 
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Robert Shofner® and Daniel Dombrowski,’ both of whom are influenced by 
Charles Hartshorne, accept Anselm’s proof that God is that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought, but question the view of classical Christian the- 
ism that His supreme mode of existence is timeless, rather than everlasting, or 
(avoiding any temporal words) simply per se. 

Likewise, Peter Geach!° accepts that God is Almighty, in that He has power 
over all things, but finds the concept of omnipotence, in the sense of having 
the ability to do everything, quite problematic (as does Dombrowski). Anselm, 
of course, is unaware of such non-classical proposals, and it would take us too 
far afield to enter into those debates here. The literature on these topics is huge 
and growing. May it suffice to note that a number of these issues are not as sim- 
ple and straightforward as Anselm has taken them to be. Most of the puzzles 
he is trying to resolve are generated by his assumption that God does have the 
traditional attributes. 


The first puzzle Anselm tackles is to explain, in P6, how God is sensible, that 
is, is able to perceive, although he has no body. He proposes that “to sense 
[ sentire ]” in some way really means to know [cognoscere | in some way. In some 
contexts that verb means “to be conscious of” or “to feel” (some emotion). 
But is can also mean “to think’, or “to have something in mind”. So, the word 
“sententia” means to have an opinion” or a “judgement”. So, Anselm can easily 
say that some ways of sensing are bodily — animals know colours by means of 
sight, and flavours by means of taste — but since there are other ways of know- 
ing, there can be other ways of sensing. Although God does not have a body, 
He can sense in a supreme way, namely, the way in which He knows everything 
supremely. 

While this is implausibly swift, it might well be thought to be also somewhat 
prescient. We know today that there are ways of transmitting and detecting in- 
formation — especially the technological innovations such as telephony, X-rays, 
radio, Wi-Fi, etc., which are not a function of our five senses, although we do 
rely on our senses to interpret the results of such detection. However, whether 
that helps us to understand how God might acquire knowledge about worldly 
happenings seems rather moot. 


8 Shofner (1974). 
9 Dombrowski (2006). 
10 ~—_ Geach (1973). 
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Next, in P7, Anselm seeks to clarify what it means for God to be omnipotent. 
He had already in P6 said, “it is better to be sensible, omnipotent, merciful, 
passible, than not to be’, so he says no more to justify God’s being omnipotent. 
Anselm understands what the word means, since he asks: “How are You om- 
nipotent, if You cannot do everything?” 

There is no doubt that ‘to be able to do everything’ is a very problematic 
concept. Critics have not been slow to pose all sorts of absurd tasks which they 
allege an omnipotent God should be able to do, such as: Can God build a wall 
too high for Him to jump over? This objection seems plain silly, but their point 
is that this is not a contradictory task; any ordinary person, provided with ap- 
propriate materials and tools, could successfully complete that task. So, should 
not an omnipotent God be able to do so too? And then there are questions 
about the abilities of God which are not silly, and which did worry Anselm: 


And how can You do everything, if You cannot be destroyed or lie or cause 
a true thing [verum] to be a false thing [ falsum] — for example, making 
what has happened not to have happened, and so on? 


Desmond Henry suggests that this passage is meant to refute the view of Peter 
Damian, who had argued in his De Divina Omnipotentia v11 that if God were 
unable to change the past that would be a limit on His omnipotence." 

Anselm’s response to this puzzle is to mount an argument deploying his by- 
now familiar thesis: It is an improper use of language to call ‘abilities’ what are 
really ‘inabilities. Often someone is said ‘to be able’, not because he himself is 
able to act, but because his lack of power makes another thing able to act upon 
him. As he puts the point here: “Or is it not a power but a lack of power to be 
able to do these things?” As I have observed previously, in Latin, “it is possible” 
and “he can” are both expressed by “potest’, and some of the words for “power” 
is “potestas” and “potentia’. Accordingly, it would seem obvious to Anselm that 
the way to discuss the questions of power and omnipotence is to consider 
abilities. So, he suggests that the above examples of what seem like inabilities 
are in fact expressions whose truth is based on the powers of others. Consider 
someone who is said to be able to do things which are not advantageous to 
himself; he ought not to do them. Anselm says that the more he can do these 
things, the more adversity and perversity can do to him, and the less he can do 
against them. So, someone who can act in that way can do so, not because of 
some power he possesses, but because of his lacking certain powers. 

So, far from it being the case that such a person is able to act in certain ways; 
the situation is that his lack of power renders him vulnerable to something else 


11 _—_- Henry (1967), p. 151. 
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exerting its power over him. Anselm often says that people speak improperly; 
this is a case in point. For example, we commonly say that what someone is 
doing is resting, when what that person is doing is in fact nothing. Likewise, 
what appears to be an ability (e.g., to lie) in fact manifests a lack of the power 
to adhere to the truth. Accordingly, Anselm says that God cannot lie does not 
mean that He lacks some positive power, but, on the contrary, His honesty is a 
manifestation of His omnipotence. 

In the Proslogion, Anselm does little more than sketch how we often say, 
quite improperly, that someone is able to do something, “not... because he 
himself is able to act, but because his lack of power makes another thing able 
to act on him” Then, rather than exploring how all this applies to God, he then 
cuts short this discussion, simply declaring: 


Therefore, Lord God, You are then more truly omnipotent, because You 
can do nothing through a lack of power, and nothing can act against You. 


I take that conclusion to mean that since God does not suffer from any kind of 
impotence, he can do anything, and nothing else can cause Him to do anything. 
It seems that Anselm was not very satisfied with this brief account of powers 
and abilities, because he returned soon after the publication of the Proslogion 
to explore the issue of abilities more deeply in the dialogue De Casu Diaboli, 
and later still in his Cur Deus Homo. We reviewed the analysis of possibilities, 
abilities, and necessity he presented there in §10.2, so I will not repeat it here. 
As I remarked above, the concept of omnipotence is fraught with problems 
which do not arise in ordinary human situations. We noted above Geach’s con- 
tention that this concept should be abandoned, and instead it would be more 
appropriate to speak instead of God as Almighty, meaning that He has power 
over all things, and nothing has power over Him. Since both in the Proslogion 
and his later writings Anselm discusses omnipotence entirely in terms of God’s 
abilities and powers, it appears that he would not be averse to Geach’s propos- 
al, had it been made at the time, although his desire to appear orthodox might 
have constrained him to retaining the traditional description, “omnipotent”. 


The puzzle in P8 is how God can be both merciful and impassible at the same 
time. Here again, Anselm is assuming that being impassible is better than not. 
That God is impassible is one of the distinctive features of classical Christian 
theism, although there is contention about what exactly it means. In his 
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commentary on this passage, Ian Logan offers the following explanation of 
how Anselm can ascribe impassibility to God:!? 


In P6, he had argued that God is supremely sensible or perceptive, but 
only insofar as He knows “all things supremely, and not in the way an ani- 
mal knows by bodily sense”. There is no passivity or receptivity in God’s 
sensible power. If there were, it would follow from P7 that God in some 
sense lacked power. He would be open to external influences and impo- 
tent against them. In the same way, if God were passible, he would be 
powerless against the influence on Him of the actions of others. 


In modern theological debates, the doctrine of divine impassibility has fallen 
on hard times. As Paul Helm has written, “In the era of the Suffering God and 
of ‘Holocaust theology’ scarcely anyone has a good word to say for it”.!35 He sug- 
gests that the concept has become confused with ‘being impassive, apathetic”. 
He writes: 


Unfortunately, among the senses the Oxford Dictionary gives of “impas- 
sible” is this: incapable of feeling or emotion; impassive. However, the 
main sense is “incapable of suffering injury or detriment” along with “in- 
capable of suffering; not subject to pain.’ 


But, Helm argues, none of this means that God is devoid of (what we call) feel- 
ings. But, he suggests, it is improper to strongly model these on human feel- 
ings, and certainly it would not be fitting to think of these as ‘passions’, since 
that word has the opposite sense of ‘suffering’ or ‘being subjected to’. While 
some theologians might want to assert that God is compassionate in a stron- 
ger sense than Anselm allows, they still would not intend to suggest that God 
could be overtaken, or derailed, or blinded, by passion, in the modern sense of 
that word. 

Anselm, however, does seem to assume that “impassible” means “not feeling 
any emotions’. For he writes: 


For if You are impassible, You do not feel compassion. And if You do not 
feel compassion, You do not have a sorrowful heart out of compassion for 
the wretched, which is what it means to be merciful. 


12 Logan (2009), p. 100. 
13. Helm (2016). 
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His solution is to maintain that God is not merciful in relation to Himself, be- 
cause he is not affected by emotions, but He is merciful in relation to us. At 
this point Anselm is prepared to accept an apparent contradiction: “You are 
merciful, because You save the wretched and spare those who sin against You, 
but on the other hand, You are not merciful because You are not affected by 
any compassion for misery.’ As Logan comments, for Anselm, talk of God as 
compassionate must be understood in the same way as that which concerns 
God’s sensibility; mercy is something God shows, rather than something He 
feels.4 That is right, so far as it goes. But it is hardly a satisfactory resolution of 
the contradiction stated above. 


The next three chapters (P9 to Pu) are concerned with resolving the puzzle 
of how it can be that God is just, despite His both sparing and punishing the 
wicked. The puzzle arises in this way. If God is supremely just, He will give 
both the good and the wicked their due by rewarding the good and punishing 
the wicked. Yet if God is supremely merciful, He will spare at least some of the 
wicked. And “what sort of justice is it to give everlasting life to someone who 
deserves eternal death?” (Pg). Anselm’s problem is to understand why God 
does good to both the good and the wicked, since to do good to the wicked 
seems not to be just. 

This conception of God might well strike a modern reader as somewhat 
naive. That God is a kind of celestial magistrate handing out punishments for 
each sin committed by individual persons does seem excessively anthropo- 
morphic and simple-minded; human actions (and omissions) are inevitably 
complex and multi-layered in both their motivations and their consequences, 
and therefore need to be assessed with a great deal of understanding and em- 
pathy. Anselm’s God could reasonably be expected to have greater insight into 
human actions than we are capable of ourselves. And to treat people in ways 
which manifest insight into the complexities of their personalities and situ- 
ations is part of what is meant by “compassion”. Furthermore, to respond to 
their behaviour in the light of such insight is at least part of being just. Anselm 
thus could have developed a richer and more adequate account of the dilem- 
ma he posed than he did. 

This puzzle was flagged in §5.1; Anselm needs to deal with it somehow. One 
possible response is to evade the problem, by saying that God’s goodness is 
incomprehensible. But Anselm is not one to shirk difficult questions. So, he 


14 Logan (2009), p. 100. 
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tries another suggestion: God would be less good if He were not kind to the 
wicked. Doing good to both the good and the wicked is better than being good 
only to the good. And both punishing and sparing the wicked is better than 
just punishing them. So, Anselm asserts, God is merciful because He is totally 
and supremely good. But he is not satisfied by that suggestion. He still finds 
it amazing that God, who is totally just and lacks nothing, should give good 
things to the wicked. The reason, he says, why God is like this lies hidden in 
the heights of His goodness; it all comes back to God’s being supremely good. 
That is why He is merciful, and He would not be supremely good unless He 
is supremely just. So, he argues, it follows that God is merciful because He is 
supremely just. 

Nevertheless, Anselm is still puzzled. He says, “Truly then You are merciful, 
because You are just.... Do You therefore spare the wicked out of justice?” He 
suggests that it is because God is just, that He is so good that He cannot be un- 
derstood to be better, and He acts so powerfully that He cannot be thought to 
be more powerful. And this would surely not be the case if God were good only 
insofar as He paid retribution and did not spare the wicked. Anselm eventually 
decides that it is right to believe that God shows mercy to the wicked. 

But, he reminds himself, it is also just that God punishes the wicked. So how 
is it that it is just that God punishes the wicked, and it is also just that He 
spares the wicked? Or is it that God punishes the wicked in one way — to accord 
with their deeds — and spares them in another way — because it befits God’s 
goodness? So, just as Anselm solved the puzzle about how God could be both 
merciful yet impassible by saying that God is merciful, not because He feels 
emotion, but because we feel the effects of His merciful actions, so God is just, 
not because He treats us humans as we deserve, but because He does what 
befits Himself, the supremely good. 

Yet even this solution does not resolve the heart of the matter, since when 
God punishes the wicked He is also being just in relation to Himself, as Sandra 
Visser & Thomas Williams point out. In an echo of his conclusion in P3, 
Anselm says: 


Of course, it is just that You are so just that You cannot be thought to be 
more just. You would by no means be this just, if You only gave good things 
back to the good, and not bad things back to the wicked. For [someone] 
who gives back what they merit to both the good and the wicked is more 
just than [someone] who does so only to the good. 


15 Visser & Williams (2009), p. 108. 
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Anselm is manifestly struggling in trying to understand how God can be 
both just and merciful. He concedes that howsoever it can be grasped why 
God would wish to save the wicked, it certainly cannot be comprehended by 
any reason why God would save some wicked people, but not other, equally 
wicked, people. Although he concludes this passage by reasserting that God is 
whatever it is better to be than not to be, he clearly has not found a satisfactory 
answer. 

Later, in his Cur Deus Homo, Anselm tackles, in a quite different way, what is 
essentially the same problem of how to reconcile God's justice and His mercy. 
By the time he wrote this work, he had recognized that this dilemma could not 
be solved by any theoretical argument. Rather, he proposes that it requires a 
radical solution which is practical in nature. That is, the only way this problem 
could be solved is by an action of God Himself. The Cur Deus Homo probes 
the reason why the Incarnation was necessary. The problem of human sin is 
so severe and so disruptive of good order in the world that only God Himself 
can solve it, by taking on human nature Himself — that is, by becoming in- 
carnate — in order to serve the twin objectives of maintaining His supreme 
justice and showing His great mercy. According to Anselm in this work, writ- 
ten in Canterbury where he had been installed as Archbishop, humans have 
an original debitum freely to fulfil God’s will, thereby honouring Him. That is 
what we humans have been made to do, and therefore that is what we ought 
to do. Contrary to what some commentators have alleged, this obligation is no 
self-serving requirement imposed by some feudal overlord with a tender ego. 
Anselm takes it to arise from the very purpose of God's creation of ‘Adam’s 
race’, which is to maintain the perfect number of rational creatures in proper 
relation to Himself. 

Secondly, because we members of ‘Adam’s race’ have failed to fulfil our orig- 
inal obligation to obey God, by willing what should not be willed, not only 
does the original debitum remain outstanding, but something of appropriate 
value, which was not required before the offence was committed, needs also 
to be performed. Only such an action could restore proper order. So, there is 
a double debt owed by Adam’s race: the original debitum; and a second one 
to provide some compensation, or ‘satisfaction, to make up for failing to fulfil 
the first, and thereby rectify the disorder manifest in the world. However, no 
ordinary human could ever satisfy both of these requirements, since even if 
some human were now to fulfil God’s will perfectly in everything they do, that 
would only be what the original debitum required. Such people would only be 
doing what they should be doing anyway. It follows that no ordinary human is 
able to discharge the second debt, that is, to provide satisfaction for the breach 
of the original debitum. Yet God’s justice requires that satisfaction be provided 
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by a representative of the human race, so that proper order be restored in the 
world. That is only possible if God himself, in His mercy, sends an expression of 
Himself, his Son, into the world as a fully human being to discharge this double 
debt owed by Adam’s race. 

That is why the Incarnation had become necessary, in the sense that a fully 
incarnated God, and only a fully incarnated God, is able to satisfy those two 
fundamental requirements. Only thus could rectitudo [rightness] be restored. I 
have argued elsewhere (Campbell 1996) that the conceptual framework of this 
soteriology is not derived from sociological concepts embedded in the feudal 
system, as some commentators allege, but has its roots in the concept of truth 
which Anselm had worked out in his De Veritate. In that dialogue, he develops 
an account of truth which is metaphysically grounded. In this metaphysics, 
everything other than God has a nature which determines its proper functions, 
what it ought to do. And when creatures fulfil their proper functions, their ac- 
tions are right (recti) and true. I take the concept of what is owed, the debitum, 
to be grounded in this thoroughgoing immanent teleology of created natures.!6 


P12 is one short paragraph, a summary of what has been said thus far. It picks 
up the thesis of P5, that God is per se ipsum. Anselm says to God: 


Certainly, whatever You are, [You are] through none other than through 
Yourself [non per aliud es quam per te ipsum]. You are therefore the very 
life itself by which You live, and the wisdom by which You are wise, and 
the very goodness by which You are good to the good and the wicked, and 
likewise concerning similar [attributes]. 


Anselm is here thinking his way towards a concept which in later writings, 
especially the Cur Deus Homo, will allow him to describe all of God’s attributes 
and action by one short phrase: “from himself” (a se), although here he uses 
the phrase “per se ipsum”, rather than “a se ipsum”. The point of his argument 
is that all of God’s attributes are identical with His own unique way of being, 
independently of any external causation. 


16 _—_ [have discussed Anselm's account of truth, and its underlying metaphysics, in ‘Anselm's 
Background Metaphysics’ (1980), and in chapters 6 and 18 of my Truth and Historicity 
(1992). 
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Having written that summary, Anselm resumes in P13 the task of resolving 
apparent contradictions. This time the problem is how can certain attributes 
which are unique to God be also attributed to others. Anselm sets out the prob- 
lem this way. Everything which is to some extent confined by place or by time is 
less than that which is not confined by any law of place or time. Here again his 
identification in P3 of God as ‘greatest of all’ serves as a premise. Since nothing 
is greater than God, God is not restricted by place or time: “You are everywhere 
and always’. Since that can be said only of God, God alone is unlimited and 
eternal. So how is it that other spirits are also called unlimited and eternal? 
That suggests that God is not unique after all. 

To answer this, he first reaffirms that God alone is eternal, since “just as You 
do not cease to exist, so You do not begin to exist”. But then he asks, “How are 
You alone unlimited? Or is a created spirit limited relative to You, yet unlimited 
relative to the body?” 

His initial response to his own question is that a created spirit is altogether 
limited, because when it is completely somewhere, it cannot at the same time 
be elsewhere. That seems to settle the issue: it is wrong to say that created spir- 
its are unlimited and eternal. But, as I read the text, he immediately realizes 
that that answer won't do. It is true that bodily things can only be in one place 
at one time. And it is true that what is truly unlimited is completely [totum] ev- 
erywhere at the same time. The latter, he says, is understood about God alone. 
The difficulty is that these two statements do not cover the case of created 
spirits, since they are not bodily, nor are they divine. 

As I understand this text, the problem with which Anselm is wrestling is 
generated by the fact (as he understands it) that created spirits also can be 
completely elsewhere — just as, according to Aristotle and his followers, the 
soul is completely in every one of the members of the body. If that were not 
so, he says, the soul would not experience sensation completely in every one of 
the members of the body. Therefore, in that sense, one’s soul is not limited to 
being in only one place at one time. 

We have come across this concept of something being ‘completely’ present 
at different places and times before, when we were discussing the ‘Conditions 
passages’ in the Reply. There, following Logan’s translation, the word “totum” 
was translated as “in its entirety”. I suggested in §8.7, that what Anselm might 
be meaning is that, if we understand that to be a human being is to be a contin- 
ual dynamic process of self-constitution, which is achieved at every living mo- 
ment, then every human is entirely who he or she is at every moment of his or 
her life. So he recognizes that because we experience sensations in all parts of 
our bodies, our soul must be present ‘in its entirety’ in every part of our bodies, 
at the same time. So he ends this discussion in the somewhat unsatisfactory 
position of acknowledging that created spirits are at the same time limited 


THE QUEST CONTINUES 473 


and unlimited, because when they are completely somewhere, they can at the 
same time be completely elsewhere (so that it seems that they are unlimited), 
yet the cannot be everywhere (which seems to indicate that they are limited). 

His conclusion from these ponderings is neither clear nor satisfactory. He 
abruptly finishes by reaffirming that God is uniquely unlimited and eternal, 
but he allows that other spirits are also unlimited and eternal. He could have 
done better than that. Admitting his point that any human soul is present in 
its entirety throughout its body does not entail that it can be present in its en- 
tirety everywhere! There are still spatial limits to its existence, set by the spatial 
limits of the relevant human body. And while I think there is much to be said 
in favour of a conception of personal identity which explains that I exist ‘in my 
entirety’ at every moment of my life, that does not entail that I am eternal; only 
that I am fully present as the person I am in each and every moment of my life. 

But, of course, that last suggestion does not deal with the issue of the im- 
mortality of the soul! The belief that a human soul is immortal was imported 
into Christian thinking from Greek, and especially Platonic, thinking early in 
the first millennium. One of the oddities of the Christian tradition is that it 
took on board this Platonic doctrine, while continuing to recite in its official 
creeds that “We believe in ... the resurrection of the body”. We saw in §10.6 that 
Anselm sidesteps the problem posed by this belief by asserting that at least 
created souls can be thought to have an end, even if they do not. And he could 
here also insist that even if I am born with an immortal soul, my soul still had 
a beginning, and so is not completely unlimited and eternal. Nevertheless, the 
fact remains that he did not resolve his problem in this way, although he is 
unwavering in his insistence that God is uniquely [singulariter] unlimited and 
eternal. 


13.5 The Anguish of Anselm's Quest 


Moving on to P14, Anselm pauses to ask, “My soul, have you found what you 
were seeking?” His immediate response is positive: 


You sought God, and you have found that He is that, the highest of ev- 
erything, than which nothing greater can be thought; and that this is life 
itself, light, wisdom, goodness, eternal blessedness, and blessed eternity, 
and that it is everywhere and always. 


Note: here is yet another affirmation, like the one in Ps, of the identity of God 
as that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought; Anselm does not wait until 
the end of the Proslogion before affirming that identification. 
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But troubling questions keep flooding in. Evidently, Anselm still feels that 
he is somewhat in the dark. He complains that his growing understanding has 
not led to an experience of God. “Why does my soul not feel You [non te sentit], 
Lord God, if it has found You?” Perhaps, he wonders, his soul has not found Him 
whom it found to be light and truth! But if so, how could it understand this, if it 
did not see the light and truth? And if it Aas seen the light and the truth, then 
it has seen God. Perhaps seeing and not seeing God is another contradiction 
he just must accept! In his torment, he feels overwhelmed by the immensity of 
the vision he has glimpsed, but, for that very reason, it seems to be more than 
can be understood by any creature. 

Logan interprets Anselm in this chapter to be turning his attention to the 
issue of how the unknowable God can be known. That interpretation takes it 
to be acontinuation of the investigations in P7—P13, of resolving puzzles gener- 
ated by what is said about God. This chapter strikes me, however, as very differ- 
ent from what has gone before, and voicing quite different concerns. Its tone is 
quite unlike the cool, logical sorting out of what may properly be said of God 
and finding ways of resolving apparent inconsistences. 

Rather, Anselm reverts to writing in a style much like that in Pi, but with 
its yearning now more extreme and agonized by distress, he expresses deep 
anguish. As he acknowledges in the quotation above, he has made remarkable 
progress in his quest. But through a long series of rhetorical questions, he vents 
his frustration and misery, because his coming to understand with such certain 
truth and true certainty who God is has not given him an experience of the God 
whose existence he has proven. “Why does my soul not feel [sentit] You, Lord 
God, if it has found You?” 

That he should feel disappointment and grief so deeply, despite his quite 
extraordinary intellectual achievement in devising this single chain of con- 
nected arguments, exemplifies a profound issue facing anyone engaged in 
philosophical enquiry concerning matters of religious faith. To develop a 
chain of reasoning, or to engage in some conceptual analysis, is a discursive 
activity. What is produced is a string of propositions connected by certain logi- 
cal relations. Religious faith, on the other hand, is not just a matter of taking 
certain propositions to be true, although there is always some propositional 
content presupposed by, or associated with, faith. (The question of which 
beliefs are true and sanctioned by religious authorities comes into promi- 
nence when disputes break out about orthodoxy and heresy.) But faith itself 
is a matter of believing in, of being committed to, its object. It not only has 
intellectual content, but it is also coloured by strongly-felt emotions, and at- 
titudinal allegiances such as values and moral ideals. It involves choices be- 
tween different options of what to do, choices which largely shape the kind 
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of life genuine believers project themselves into. What distresses Anselm is 
that his intellectual endeavours have not given him the experiential and ex- 
istential concomitants for which he has been yearning. How the discursive 
character of rational inquiry relates to these experiential and existential as- 
pects of a religious life is a controversial and difficult issue. It is to Anselm’s 
credit that he presents the dilemma he finds himself in so honestly and so 
powerfully. 

In this connection, it is important to recognize that rational inquiry is 
not purely discursive. We have seen in §9.4 how, for Anselm, understanding 
involves a kind of mental seeing; the mind relates itself to its object when it 
beholds it, and becomes aware of why that object is as it is. But while in this 
way understanding does involve a direct relation, it is still intellectual; under- 
standing is not necessarily accompanied by any of those affective forces which 
touch one’s emotions, although it can be. We saw that thinking is an essential 
element in understanding; but feeling is not. That is why Anselm’s intellectual 
achievement is not sufficient to overcome his distress. It appears that he is 
yearning for the kind of mystical experience of God like those described in 
reports of which he has no doubt heard: an experience of wholeness, imme- 
diacy and blessedness, which integrates and overwhelms a person’s everyday 
sense of not being properly integrated: neither within themselves, nor with 
their world, nor with their God. 

A vivid example of the effect a mystical experience can have upon intellec- 
tual endeavours is a story told about Thomas Aquinas. He reputedly received 
a revelation when celebrating Mass on St. Nicholas’ Day in 1273, an experience 
which affected him so deeply that he abruptly stopped writing and dictating, 
leaving his Swmma Theologica unfinished. To the expostulations of Brother 
Reginald (his secretary and friend) he replied, 


The end of my labours has come. All that I have written appears to be as 
so much straw after the things that have been revealed to me. 


When later asked by Reginald to return to writing, Aquinas said, “I can write no 
more. I have seen things that make my writings like straw’. 

No such mystical experience has been granted to Anselm. In P14, he is de- 
claring that his new-found understanding has not succeeded in confronting 
and transforming his whole self; rather, his quest has come to a temporary halt. 
His desiring soul is directing itself so that it might see more, but it sees nothing 
other than darkness beyond that which it has already seen. Or more precisely, 
he says, his soul does not see darkness (after all, there can be no darkness in 
God), but it sees that it can see no more, on account of its own darkness. So, 
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Anselm cries, and cries again, “Why is this, Lord, why is this? Is its eye darkened 
by its infirmity, or driven back by Your lightness?” His own answer is that both 
are true. The ‘eye of his soul’ is both restricted by its narrowness and overcome 
by God's breadth. 

But it is not all black. Arriving at that diagnosis of his despair suggests a way 
forward. He completes chapter 14 by exclaiming: 


For how great is that light, from which springs forth every true thing 
which enlightens the rational mind. How broad is that truth in which 
everything which is true exists, and outside which there is only nothing 
and falsehood. How immense is that, which sees in one glance whatever 
things have been made, and by whom and through whom and how they 
were made from nothing! What purity, what simplicity, what certainty 
and splendour are there! Certainly, more than can be understood by a 
creature. 


13.6 God is Greater than can be Thought 


Those last thoughts lead to the next major conceptual development in the 
Proslogion. In P15, Anselm immediately launches into the following argument: 


Therefore, Lord, not only are You [something] than which a greater can- 
not be thought, but You are also something greater than could be thought. 


Anselm can declare that for a very familiar reason: since it can be thought 
that there is something of this kind, if that were not God, it would be pos- 
sible to think of something greater than God — which cannot be done. That 
reason is expressed in the first clause of his sentence. To say, “not only ... but ... 
also ...” is a familiar form of words frequently used to add an additional point 
to one already established. So, Anselm's sentence is presupposing that it had 
already been established that God is something than which a greater cannot 
be thought and is now announcing that he is about to draw a further implica- 
tion from it. The only previous passage where that identity could have been 
justified is the second half of P3. Anselm reiterates that identification in P4, 
and again in Ps, and in Py, and it is implicit in other passages where Anselm 
says that God cannot be thought to be better, or more powerful (in Pg), or is 
supremely good, supremely just, supreme light and supreme truth, etc. And it 
provides here the reason for his next conclusion. 
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It is therefore surprising, as we noted in §8.5, that Ian Logan denies that 
Anselm has established the identity of God with this something in P3. Rather, 
he contends:!” 


Anselm starts out from here [i.e., from the middle of P3] on the path of 
showing the identity of God and this ‘something’. It takes him much of 
the Proslogion to establish it. 


Logan tries to justify this by disagreeing with what I had argued in From Belief 
to Understanding: that Anselm establishes this identity in P3, and that it acts as 
a premise in later chapters, including here in P15. He correctly summarizes the 
three-fold structure I identify in Anselm’s Argument as: X [= something-than 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought] exists; X cannot be thought not to exist; 
God is the only such thing. Then, Logan writes:18 


But, as I have already argued, the identity of God (i.e., the God Anselm 
believes in) and X cannot be established without the later chapters of the 
Proslogion. Campbell attempts to oppose this view by arguing that ‘You 
(i.e. God) are X’ acts as a premise in later chapters, including P15, and that 
this identity must already have been established. Anselm has certainly 
made the claim that God is X, and is in the process of justifying this claim. 


He then presents his own construal of the structure of Anselm’s argument in 
Pis. He explains:!9 


However, “You are X’ functions as a premise in the way that ‘p’ functions 
as a premise in a modus tollens argument: ‘if p, then q; not q, therefore 
not p’. 


That is very odd. That schema of a modus tollens argument is a way of conclud- 
ing that “p” is false. Logan is surely not intending to argue that “You are that- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought’ is false! Yet that is what is implied by 
the argument schema he describes. That cannot be right. 

So, let us see what the argument is which Anselm presents in this text. P15 is 
quite short; it consists of two sentences: 


17 Logan (2009), p. 96. 
18 Logan (2009), pp. 178-79. My italics. 
19 Logan (2009), p. 179. 
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Therefore, Lord, not only are You [that] than which a greater cannot be 
thought, but You are also something greater than could be thought. For, 
since it can be thought that there exists something of this kind, if You are 
not this very thing, it is possible to think of something greater than You — 
which cannot be done. 


Since the first sentence is a conjunction, the second sentence has to be the one 
which exhibits the conditional form of argument Logan presents. He says that: 


Anselm is making the point that an argument of the form, ‘If God is X, 
then God is greater than can be thought; God is not greater than can 
be thought, therefore, God is not X (i.e., something greater than God 
can be thought)’ leads to a contradiction, since nothing greater than 
God can be thought. 


Abbreviating “that than which a greater cannot be thought” as “X”, the follow- 
ing is the argument which Logan is attributing to Anselm: 


(38) If God is X, then God is greater than can be thought; 

(39) God is not greater than can be thought; 

(40) Therefore, God is not X (i.e., something greater than God can be 
thought). 


I do not discern an argument of that form in the text quoted above. There is a 
conditional sentence in the text, but it is not (38); it is “if You are not this very 
thing, it is possible to think of something greater than You”. The phrase “this 
very thing” seems to refer to “something of this kind” in the preceding clause, 
and that phrase seems to refer, not to X, but to “something greater than could 
be thought”. Anselm refers to X only in the first sentence, where it occurs in 
a declarative statement, not as the antecedent of a conditional proposition. 
Perhaps Logan construes “something of this kind” as referring back to X. But 
if so, then Anselm’s referring to “this very thing” would also be referring to X. 
Read that way, the second sentence would be saying: 


Since it can be thought that X exists, if You are not X, it is possible to think 
of something greater than You. 


But that sentence also does not have the form of the argument in (38) to (40). 
For, read that way, the middle clause of this construal negates the identity 
statement Logan places in the antecedent of (38). 
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Now, the contradiction which Logan finds here is that the antecedent of (38) 
implies its own negation (40). No true proposition can do that; any proposition 
which implies its own negation must be false. But instead of confirming the 
conclusion (i.e., that God is not X), he takes this argument to show that (39) 
is false, and so God is greater than can be thought. Logan’s own comment on 
this is:2° 


This is further confirmation of the identity of X and God, since if there 
were known to exist something greater than can be thought, but this was 
not God, then something greater than God would exist (i-e., X would be 
greater than God). 


But even when the argument is construed as Logan does, the identity of God 
and X must have been established previously for the argument ‘to lead to a 
contradiction’ That contradiction is the conjunction of (40) and the claim that 
nothing greater than God can be thought. For the deduction of (40) to lead to 
a contradiction, the other half of that contradiction has to be “God is X”. To do 
that, that identity statement must function as a premise. And ‘God is X’ can 
only function as a premise if it has already been established independently — as 
it has in P3. So, even on Logan’s construal, the identity of God and X must have 
been established prior to P15. And any proposition which functions as a prem- 
ise in an argument cannot have its truth confirmed by that same argument, 
as if it were also a conclusion of that same argument. All of this is needlessly 
complex and confused. 

The argument I discern in the text is quite straightforward. Anselm begins 
by presenting a reason for asserting a conditional premise: “For, since it can 
be thought that there exists something of this kind, ...”. That categorical state- 
ment functions as his first premise. It seems obvious to me that the phrase 
“something of this kind” clearly refers to the second clause in previous sen- 
tence, which said, “You are also something greater than can be thought”. So, 
Anselm’s first premise is: 


(41) It can be thought that there exists something which is greater than 
can be thought. 


Anselm then writes, “If You are not this very thing ...”. The phrase, “this very thing” 
hastoreferto whathasjust beenmentioned:“somethingwhichisgreaterthancan 


be thought”. Since Logan calls “that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought’, 


20 Logan (2009), p. 179. 
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“X’, let us call this very thing which is greater than can be thought, “Y”. That 
gives us the next premise. Anselm writes: 


(42) If You are not this very thing [i.e., if You are not Y: something which 
is greater than can be thought], it is possible to think of something 
[namely, Y] which is greater than You. 


On that, Anselm comments, “which cannot be done”. Why cannot that be 
done? Obviously, because: 


(43) It is not possible to think that there is something greater than You. 
So, Anselm concludes: 
(44) Therefore, You are greater than can be thought. 


Unlike Logan’s proposed reconstruction, this construal of the argument tracks 
Anselm's sentences exactly. It is correct to say that Anselm is presenting a 
modus tollens argument, but how it works is that since (43) is true, the conse- 
quent of (42) is false. Therefore, by modus tollens, the antecedent of (42) must 
be false also. Hence, (44) follows. 

The line (43) here is crucial. It is logically equivalent to “God is that than 
which something greater cannot be thought”. Only if that identity has already 
been established can it be used to negate the consequent of (42), and thus, by 
modus tollens, to negate the antecedent of (42). Anselm’s repeated use of this 
P3 conclusion as a premise in the subsequent argumentation is precisely what 
allows Anselm to present the Proslogion as the development of a single argu- 
ment, his unum argumentum. 

When Logan commented on this passage earlier in his commentary, he was 
more accurate. He paraphrased the argument as:?! 


It is not possible to think of something greater than God, therefore God 
must be greater than can be thought. For whatever is greater than can be 
thought is greater than the greatest that can be thought. It is here that 
the strength and weakness of dialectic when addressing the question of 
God becomes clear. The Christian God cannot fall under the Aristotelian 
categories, and thus dialectic cannot in the end define or grasp Him. 


21 Logan (2009), p. 105. 
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That does explain well how Anselm is reasoning here in P15. However, after 
making a comment I will quote shortly, Logan continues: 


... The fact that Anselm’s argument can produce, through the use of the 
middle term ‘X’, the conclusion that it is greater than can be thought, 
is further evidence that this X is to be identified with God, and that his 
method of dialectical argument is justified. It is when we know some- 
thing of God that we realize that he is unknowable. 


That is not right. Anselm is not providing ‘further evidence’ that this X is to be 
identified with God. Rather, what enables this deduction of (44) from (41), is 
the premise invoked at (43) to negate the consequent of (42). And that premise 
is equivalent to “God is X’, which he is entitled to invoke here because he has 
already proved that identity in P3. 

Between those two quotes, Logan makes an interesting comment. He writes 


Anselm here does not follow the advice of Augustine in De Doctrina 
Christiana, I, 6, 6, that it is better to avoid disputation on the question of 
the speakability and unspeakability of ‘God’. 


This is a telling example of how Anselm is extending his thinking beyond the 
Augustinian tradition; he is not afraid to tread into what might seem to be 
dangerous territory. 

That he has ventured too far has been alleged by Anthony Kenny, who has 
found a different problem with this passage. He says:2? 


God, in Anselm’s ‘definition’ [sic!], becomes the outer limit of concep- 
tion; because anything than which something greater can be conceived 
is not God.... God is himself greater than can be conceived, therefore be- 
yond the bounds of conception, and therefore literally inconceivable. 


But, Kenny asks: does that not mean that the notion of God is self-contradictory? 
He then cites the distinction Anselm draws in P4, between thinking the word 
which signifies something, and the kind of thinking which requires under- 
standing that which the thing is in itself. But Kenny maintains the paradox 
which faces Anselm cannot be solved simply by distinguishing between these 
two different ways of thinking. He concedes that “there is nothing contradicto- 
ry in saying that that than which no greater can be thought is itself too great for 


22 Kenny (1990), p. 74. 
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thought’,”? and rightly adds that “that than which no greater can be thought” 
is not equivalent to “the greatest possible object of thought”. But having made 
those concessions, he objects that Anselm’s distinction in P4 will not help here: 


For if God is literally ineffable, then there are no words to denote and 
describe him as there are words to denote and describe other things. 


Anselm himself was alive to this issue. In Reply 9, he comments: 


But even if it were true that that [in one sense] than which a greater can- 
not be thought cannot be thought or understood, it would still not be false 
that [in another sense] that than which a greater cannot be thought can 
be thought and understood. For nothing prohibits [the word] “ineffable” 
being said, even though that which is said to be ineffable cannot be said. 
And the phrase ‘not thinkable’ can be thought even though that which 
is appropriately called unthinkable cannot be thought. Thus, when that 
than which a greater cannot be thought is spoken about, what is heard 
can undoubtedly be thought and understood, even if the thing (res) than 
which a greater cannot be thought, cannot be thought or understood. 


Kenny cites this passage, but maintains that, subtle as it is, it does not really 
solve the problem. He asks, rhetorically: 


How is it possible to know what a word means if what it means cannot 
even be thought about? If a thing is ineffable, what is one saying when 
one tries to identify the thing? The distinction between understanding 
words and understanding the thing which they describe can only be ef- 
fective if the things in question are to some extent describable and to that 
extent are not ineffable. 


But, of course, Kenny knows perfectly well what the word “ineffable” means. 
He manifestly understands that “ineffable” means “too great for description 
in words”. That is evident in his very articulation of his objection! That it is 
possible to understand what that word means is because it is a second-order 
descriptive term; it describes the applicability of other, simpler, and literal, de- 
scriptions. If the paradox which Kenny finds in Anselm's argument amounts to 
a self-contradiction, the same can be said of his own counter-argument, since 
he too uses that same word. 


23 Kenny (1990), p. 76. 
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Anselm’s point is that, even though the greatness of God renders His nature 
not fully accessible to human understanding, it can nevertheless be under- 
stood that God is ineffable. Kenny’s objection would be plausible if we think 
of descriptive words as labels which we stick on their referents. If you want to 
label something, it has to be within your reach; otherwise, it cannot be labelled 
at all. But that is not how Anselm understands how words are meaningful. It is 
no wonder that straight after writing his Reply to Gaunilo, Anselm turned, in 
the context of a dialogue about truth, to investigate how words signify. 

We saw in §4.7, how Anselm develops an account of signification in which 
words have proper functions; their role is to point towards what is, when it is, 
and how it is. But because this is what they ought to do, there are occasions 
when they do not do what they ought, because they have been misused by 
some speaker. They still signify, but on those occasions of use, what they sig- 
nify is not so. Hence, it is possible to understand what words mean, but fail to 
grasp that towards which they point. That is how the Fool is able to understand 
what the phrase “something than which a greater cannot be thought” means 
but has yet to think through what that signification entails. In particular, the 
Fool does not understand that that phrase, when properly used, has a unique 
reference to God. Anselm, on the other hand, has come to understand that this 
phrase refers uniquely to God, because he has a valid argument which proves 
that identification. The relevant point here is that Anselm can have that un- 
derstanding, while acknowledging that he does not have a full and complete 
understanding of the divine nature. While you cannot label something unless 
itis within reach, you can point towards something you cannot see, but believe 
is out there, in that direction. You can have enough light to know that you are 
pointing in the right direction, but you can still be pointing into the darkness 
beyond that pool of light. Accordingly, I take Anselm to be claiming that he 
understands that this phrase points veridically towards God, although neither 
he, nor any other human, can rightly claim fully to understand that which God 
is, in all His fullness. What he understands is that, in that sense, the nature of 
God is ineffable. But that does not preclude him, or anyone, from being able 
to say so. 

Consider an analogy: It is easy enough to draw a representation of a circle, 
and to draw its diameter. Anyone can see that the circumference of that circle 
is longer than its diameter. And we have no trouble in understanding the de- 
scription, “the ratio of the circumference of a circle to its diameter”; we have 
been taught to call it “pi”. But anyone who tries to calculate what exactly that 
number is will soon discover that the calculation can never be completed. The 
answer is, “approximately 3.14159 ...”, where the dots indicate that the answer 
is incomplete, and to that extent not precisely accurate. Yet it would be false 
to say that there are no words to denote or describe that relationship, or that 
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it is literally inconceivable. Likewise, Anselm can say that not only are the 
words “that than which a greater cannot be thought” understandable, but fur- 
thermore, we can understand that what those words refer to cannot be fully 
grasped by thought. It does not follow that the concept of God is nonsense, or 
self-contradictory. At the end of his prayer in P1, Anselm disavows any attempt 
to penetrate the loftiness of God, “for in no way do I compare my understand- 
ing to it”. He is being consistent here in recognizing that the nature of God 
exceeds what his own understanding is able to domesticate. 

Another way of putting this is to consider again the distinction I drew in §9.4 
between knowing, or understanding, that p and knowing, or understanding x. 
Anselm's argument, leading to the conclusions he draws in P3, provides him 
justification for claiming to understand that God is that than which a greater 
cannot be thought. And in P15 he can extend the argument to the point of 
understanding that God is greater than can be thought. But he is entitled to 
say also, compatibly with those conclusions, that his knowledge and under- 
standing of God is at best partial and inadequate. Knowing or understanding 
x, unlike knowing or understanding that p, admits of degrees. Anselm can la- 
ment that he does not understand God fully, without that implying that he 
does not understand God at all. Indeed, the partial nature of his understanding 
is why he is so anguished, for he still yearns for a full and rich direct experience 
of God. 


13.7 The Quest to Experience God Resumes 


That conclusion — that God is greater than can be thought — enables Anselm 
to come to terms in P16 with the inability of his understanding to attain the 
experience of God he so desires. Beyond the reach of human thought is ‘the 
inaccessible light, in which God dwells’. He says that this light, to which he had 
already referred in P1 and Pg, is so bright that he does not see it; it is too much 
for him. And yet, he says, 


Whatever I see I see through it, just as the weak eye sees what it sees 
by the sun’s light, although it cannot look directly at the sun. My under- 
standing cannot attain it. It shines too brightly. 


The passage concludes with a curious reversal. Anselm exclaims: 
O supreme and inaccessible light, O complete and blessed truth, how far 


You are from me, who am so near to You. How distant You are from my 
sight, whilst I am so present to Your sight. 
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This posits God as far away, like the sun is far from the Earth. But then, he de- 
nies what he has just said. For he continues: 


You are wholly present everywhere, yet I do not see You. In You I move; in 
You I exist, yet I cannot draw near to You. You are within me and around 
me, yet I do not experience You. 


Here Anselm draws comfort from the thought that God is not far from him, be- 
cause, as he says, “In You I move; In You I exist”. In saying that, Anselm is allud- 
ing to a line, reported in the Biblical Acts of the Apostles 17:28, which occurred 
in a speech Paul the apostle is reported to have delivered on the Areopagus 
in Athens. Much of this speech reflects Hellenistic, and more specifically 
Stoic, philosophy. In that speech to the Athenians extolling God, Paul says, “In 
him whom we live and move and have our being, as one of your poets have 
said”. Some scholars have attributed the quoted line to a Cretan poet named 
Epimenides, although that authorship is not certain. In that poem, this saying 
is placed in the mouth of the mythical Minos celebrating his Father, Zeus. But 
that did not put Paul off quoting it, nor millions after him, including Anselm. 


These thoughts do not dispel Anselm’s anguish. He finishes on a negative note: 
“You are within me and around me, yet I do not experience You”. That leads 
into P17, a short section in which he continues his theme of light and darkness: 


You still lie concealed from my soul, Lord, in Your light and beatitude, 
and for this reason it dwells still in its darkness and misery. For it looks 
all around and does not see Your beauty. It listens and does not hear Your 
harmony. It smells and does not perceive Your fragrance. It tastes and does 
not discern Your flavour. It caresses and does not feel Your gentleness. 


Anselm acknowledges that these attributes are possessed by God in His own 
ineffable way, and have been given to created things in their own sensible way, 
but the senses of his soul have become so stiff that they are paralysed, their 
operation obstructed by ‘the ancient weakness of sin’. 


Consequently, when he begins P18, he is still in the grip of despair. He writes, 


“Behold turmoil, behold grief and mourning stand in the way of the one who 
seeks joy and gladness”. And a little later: 
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I tried to ascend to the light of God and fell back into darkness. Or rather, 
not only did I fall into it, but I also feel myself enveloped in it! 


In accordance with Augustine's theology, he confesses that he fell into dark- 
ness before his mother conceived him; he was conceived in darkness and born 
with its shroud. The original sin of Adam “who lost for himself and for us what 
we do not know [nescimus] how to seek when we wish to, do not find when we 
seek it, and is not what we are seeking when we find it”. 

He wants to continue his quest, and beseeches God’s help so that he can 
do so, but yet again he blurts out his questions: “What are You, Lord? What 
are You? How should my heart understand You?” The divine qualities — life, 
wisdom, truth, goodness, blessedness, eternity, indeed every true good — are 
so many that his narrow understanding cannot see them all in a single glance. 
How then, he asks, is God all these [things]? 

It seems that asking this question restored him to a more positive frame of 
mind, because it spurs him to elaborate the question, and then to start suggest- 
ing reasons for how that question might be answered. He asks: 


Are they parts of You, or rather, is each one of them all that You are? For 
whatever is joined together by parts is not entirely one, but [is] in some 
way several things and distinct from itself and can be broken up either by 
an action or by understanding. 


Invoking yet again a variant on his key formula, he says, “Such things are for- 
eign to You than whom nothing better can be thought”. Rather, God is “unity 
itself, divisible by no understanding”. He concludes that: 


Since, therefore, neither You, nor the eternity which You are, have parts, 
in no place and no time is there a part of You or of Your eternity. But You 
are wholly everywhere, and Your eternity is always whole. 


In writing this conclusion, that God is ‘wholly everywhere’ and His eternity ‘is 
always whole’, Anselm again uses the adjective “totus”, which Logan had else- 
where translated as “in its entirety”. 1 commented above, in §13.4, and in §8.7, 
how this notion can be understood. If to be a human being is to be a con- 
tinual dynamic process of self-constitution, which is achieved at every living 
moment, then every human is entirely who he or she is at every moment of his 
or her life. In his Reply, Anselm had argued that time does not always exist in 
its entirety nor is the world everywhere in its entirety. But now he asserts that 
God exists in his entirety everywhere and His eternal being exists always in its 
entirely. 
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As Sandra Visser and Thomas Williams comment,?4 many contemporary 
philosophers of religion devote a good deal of attention to what are called “the 
divine attributes”, as indeed I have. But given what Anselm has just argued, 
they are right to say that this expression “is not altogether a felicitous one for 
an exposition of Anselm’s account of the divine nature”. Firstly, it is infelicitous 
because the word “attribute” can all too easily be understood as referring to a 
property or feature which God has but is distinct from God himself. Secondly, 
the use of the word “attribute” in the plural suggests that God has a plurality of 
them. Anselm’s discussion here in P18 makes clear that he denies both of these 
suggestions. Despite those observations, Visser & Williams still entitle their 
chapter 6 as ‘The Divine Attributes’, which they excuse as being “in keeping 
with the standard contemporary vocabulary’, and in order to avoid awkward 
locutions such as “things that are true of God”. I have done the same, for the 
same reason. 


The conclusion of P18 has reintroduced the topic of God’s mode of existence. 
Having concluded in P3 that God’s mode of existing is the truest and maximal 
of all, and having argued in Ps that His existence is per se, Anselm has largely 
been concerned with other aspects of God’s supreme being. But now he re- 
turns to the difficult topic of God’s relation to time and space. 

In his Confessions, Augustine had famously declared that he knows what 
time is, provided he is not asked to explain it! Despite that, he argued that the 
Biblical creation story only made sense if God created the heavens and the 
earth with time as one of its features. There was therefore no ‘before’ the cre- 
ation. It is notable that space and time are co-extensive with the universe is 
likewise a key tenet of Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity, which is increas- 
ing being confirmed by recent empirical observations. 

Anselm would also have been aware of Boethius’ discussion, in The 
Consolation of Philosophy V, of the concept of eternity. Contrasting eternity, in 
the sense of the timeless, with the view that the world is everlasting, he writes:25 


Eternity, then, is the complete, simultaneous and perfect possession of 
everlasting life; this will be clear from a comparison with creatures that 
exist in time.... For it is one thing to progress like the world in Plato’s 
theory through everlasting life, and another thing to have embraced the 
whole of everlasting life in one simultaneous present. 


24 Visser & Williams (2009), p. 95. 
25 Boethius: The Consolation of Philosophy, Vvi. 
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This distinction then enables Boethius to resolve the apparent paradox that if 
God knows beforehand what someone is yet to do, that person's actions can- 
not be free. His solution is to argue that since God is ‘outside time’, what, from 
a human perspective, are past, present, and future can all be surveyed by God 
in His eternal ‘now’. Just as human freedom is not impugned by others know- 
ing what people are doing when they are doing it, neither is haman freedom 
impugned by God’s knowing, in His ‘eternal present, what someone is doing. 
With this background, Anselm argues in Pig that, since God is not extended 
in either space or time, as worldly things are, God exists altogether in His total- 
ity ‘beyond’ space and time. In one of his typical rhetorical questions, he asks. 


From the perspective of your eternity, is it not the case that nothing pass- 
es away, so that it no longer exists, nor will something exist in the future, 
as though it does not yet exist? 


That leads him to suggest that God did not exist yesterday, nor will He exist 
tomorrow — which are somewhat startling assertions — but that He exists yes- 
terday, today, and tomorrow. But he quickly abandons that idea, saying: 


Or rather, You exist neither yesterday, nor today, nor tomorrow, but You 
exist simply outside all time (extra omne tempus). 


It is appropriate that he raises this issue immediately after writing that God 
does not have parts. For if God were extended spatiotemporally, some part of 
God would be here, but not there; and then, but not now. That is how all world- 
ly creatures exist, but Anselm, in this respect like Boethius before him, insists 
that God cannot but exist in His entirety. 

That God is therefore ‘outside’, or ‘without’ time, seems to be Anselm's way 
of expressing the thought that God’s mode of existing is timeless. The notion 
of timelessness was invented by Plato, although Parmenides before him had 
come close to articulating the concept. In fact, Plato invents a word which did 
not exist previously in the Greek language of his time, diaionios, to express this 
novel idea. For him, the paradigm of timeless truth is mathematics, which he 
had learnt from Pythagoras. For him, time is what is measured by the heav- 
enly cycles. Accordingly, he says that “was” and “will be” are generated Forms 
of Time, although we apply them, incorrectly, without noticing, to everlasting 
being:?6 


26 — Plato: Timaeus, 37e-38a. 
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For we say that it “was” or “will be’, whereas “is” alone, according to true 
speech, is appropriate; “was” and “will be’, on the other hand, are properly 
said concerning becoming which proceeds in Time, since both of these 
are processes [kinéseis]. 


That God’s mode of existence should be like that of numbers is a very strange 
thought, hardly compatible with the anthropomorphic imagery also used to 
describe God in the Bible. The Hebrew word used to express God’s mode of 
existence is a word which means “ancient’, and then “for ever’, and thus, “ever- 
lasting”. It seems that the first person to ascribe timelessness, in the Platonic 
sense, to the Biblical God was the Jewish philosopher, Philo of Alexandria. And 
once Christianity moved out into a Greek-speaking milieu, it too took on board 
this Platonic notion of ‘eternity’. But since God is in some sense personal, the 
meaning of “eternal” had to evolve to accommodate ascribing a divine life to 
God. Nevertheless, so pervasive was the influence of Neoplatonism on the de- 
velopment of Christian thought, via Augustine, that it seems axiomatic (!) to 
the Augustinian tradition that God is eternal in the sense of being timeless. 
As Boethius wrote, “If we want to give things their proper names, let us follow 
Plato and say that God is eternal, the world perpetual”. 

Returning to the text, when Anselm writes that God exists ‘outside all time; 
that does not mean that God has no continuing relation to the temporal uni- 
verse. Far from being remote from the world of space and time, Anselm says, 
without God, it and everything in it could not exist at all. The relation of God 
to all things is therefore intimate. As he says, 


Although nothing exists without You, yet You do not exist in space or 
time, but all things exist in You. For nothing contains You, but You con- 
tain all things. 


That the spatiotemporal universe is not only created by God, but that God also 
continues to sustain the existence of the universe throughout time describes 
that relation the right way around. 

As we have noted already, some philosophers nowadays object to ascribing 
timeless eternity to God, as do some theologians. If God is timeless, but views 
events in the world, He would have to see them in a timeless series of events 
occurring earlier and later. But whether time is rightly construed as such a se- 
ries, rather than as a series of events occurring in the past, present and future 
is a strongly contested debate. Another objection is that this notion of God’s 
eternity is incompatible with the Biblical portrayal of a God who acts. Others 
claim that the notion of eternal life is incoherent, since to be alive necessarily 
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involves interactions with an external environment. I simply note these issues, 
because to discuss them here would take us way beyond the scope of this book. 

Howbeit, it seems to me that, if space and time are co-extensive with 
the universe, as both the Augustinian tradition and the General Theory of 
Relativity maintain, then Anselm is right to insist that God’s mode of existence 
is, in some sense, timeless. For if the world was created by God not in time, but 
with time, then it is certainly inappropriate to ascribe to God a feature which 
is applicable only to His creatures. But neither does the notion of timelessness 
applicable to mathematics seem appropriate to describe the Biblical Creator. 
Modern philosophical theology needs to develop an understanding of eternity 
which is richer than the timelessness of mathematics, in a way which renders 
it as a non-temporal source which could have brought a spatiotemporal uni- 
verse into existence and could continue to sustain it. 


For what are basically the same reasons, Anselm says next that God is “before 
and beyond everything” (P20). The reason that God is before all things is that, 
since before they were made, God exists. This echoes Psalm go:2: 


Before the mountains were brought forth, 
Or ever You had formed the earth and the world, 
From everlasting to everlasting, You are God. 


In this verse, however, God is ‘everlasting’, not timelessly eternal. The ancient 
Hebrews did not have the concept of timeless eternity. 

As Logan observes, Anselm uses the present tense here in a context where 
common usage would normally use the past, i-e. in referring to God’s existence 
prior to that of the universe.2” But we should note that Anselm’s saying that 
God is ‘before’ and ‘beyond’ everything is at odds with Augustine’s insistence 
that space and time came into existence with the world. On that view, there 
is no “before’ and ‘beyond’ the universe. If time comes into existence with the 
beginning of the universe, strictly speaking, it does not make sense to speak of 
what is ‘before’ then. For that reason, Logan judges that Anselm does not suc- 
ceed in justifying this usage. 

That judgement is a bit harsh. If we were to count back to the notional date 
of the beginning of the universe (the current best estimates are around 13.8 bil- 
lion years ago) we can easily enough project in our imaginations the numerical 


27 Logan (2009), p. 108. 
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series of dates back further than that beginning-date: for instance, to 14.7 bil- 
lion years ago. That act of imagination does not thereby commit us to the view 
that there was such a real time; rather, at that purely notional time of 14.7 bil- 
lion years ago, there was no real time to be measured. That is how we speak 
of what happened ‘before’ the universe began, despite the fact that, on these 
assumptions, time only began with the Big Bang. 

In the same way, Anselm can say that God is ‘beyond’ everything else, even 
those things which Anselm says are eternal. God is ‘beyond’ all other things, 
because without God they could not exist at all, whereas God is in no way less- 
ened, even if they were to return to nothingness. And they can be thought to 
have an end, even if they do not, whereas that cannot be said of God. Again, 
God surpasses every other eternal thing because, as he says, the place where 
they are is always present to God, whereas they have yet to arrive at where they 
will be. 


Anselm’ next point is that, just as an age of time contains all temporal things, so 
God’s eternity contains even the very ages of the times, although that contain- 
ment is not spatial (P21). He contrasts it with those things which do have parts, 
whose existence has a beginning, and can be thought not to exist, and which 
eventually return to non-being. These things have a past which now no lon- 
ger exists, and a future existence which does not yet exist. Anselm's Christian 
Neoplatonism is evident in his saying that such things are not entirely what 
they are. God, on the other hand, is truly what He is, because whatever He is at 
some time or in some way He is wholly and always. For this reason, God is who 
He is “properly and simply” (P22). 

As Logan remarks, to argue that God is unity itself, simple, and indivisible 
into parts, might seem inconsistent with the Christian doctrine of the Trinity.28 
Anselm needs to show that he has not strayed from orthodoxy. That is why 
Anselm writes a brief comment in P23 affirming the Trinitarian conception 
of God. In this paragraph, Anselm is not trying to argue that God’s nature is 
Trinitarian; that doctrine is one which theologians have traditionally claimed 
is based on revelation. But he does attempt to make one aspect of that doctrine 
understandable. Turning on its head the potential problem of how something 
which is a simple unity without parts can be a threesome, he argues that God 
is so simple that, from Him, there cannot be begotten anything which is other 
(aliud) than what He is. Speaking of the unity of the Trinity, he says, 


28 Logan (2009), p. 52. 
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Moreover, one [thing] is necessary. Moreover, this is that one necessary 
[thing] in which is every good, or rather, which is the totality, and the one, 
and the whole, and the only good. 


The unum argumentum has led him to the unum necessarium, which is the 
only time the word “necessary” explicitly occurs in the Proslogion. 


13.8 Entering into Joy 


With this endorsement of the God of orthodox Christianity, Anselm then turns 
to consider in P24 the relation of creatures to this great good. He suggests that 
if individual good things are delightful, the source of all goodness must be 
even more delightful. Likewise, “if created life is good, how good is creative 
life? If salvation is delightful, how delightful is the salvation which secures all 
salvation?” 


P25 follows up on this; it contains a long list of the good and delightful things 
available to those who love and desire God. But as a lead-in to this list, he gives 
himself a little lecture to be content with what he has achieved: 


Why then do you wander by so many ways, little man, seeking the good of 
your soul and your body? Love the one good, in which are all goods. That 
is sufficient. Desire the simple good, which is every good. That is enough. 


Anselm then runs through a large number of goods which people might love 
and desire, each accompanied by an assurance that they will find delight in 
having those desires fulfilled. Those who seek the good that God can provide 
can be certain of never being separated from it. Contemplating these riches, he 
asks, “Truly, what kind of joy, how great a joy, is there, where such a good, how 
great a good, exists?” 

This is a new theme: the experience available to those who love and desire 
this one good, is so great that they will scarcely be able to contain their joy. 
They will love God incomparably more than they love themselves and will re- 
joice inestimably more at the happiness of God, than at their own happiness. 
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With these joyful and happy thoughts, Anselm begins his final chapter, P26, 
by asking whether this is the joy which God had promised. For, he says, “I have 
found a kind of joy, which is full and more than full”. 

In his commentary, Ian Logan remarks:29 


This chapter of the Proslogion has to be approached with more care and 
attention than is usually paid to it. It is not simply a prayer appended to 
the book, but contains a statement about the result of the ‘search’ that 
the book describes, a statement more fittingly in the form of a prayer, 
given the result. 


Logan is right to recommend that this final chapter be paid care and attention, 
but I have to say that I have not found in it ‘a statement about the result of the 
‘search’ that the book describes’. He does say, at the beginning, “I have found 
a kind of joy [gaudium quoddam], which is full, and more than full’. But that 
relates to more his desire to experience joy and fulfilment than to his quest for 
understanding. In these last three sections, he seems to have left that quest 
behind as he yearns to enter into the joy of the blessed. And even his initial 
statement that he has found ‘a kind of joy’ becomes qualified as he moves to- 
wards the end. 

At the end of P25 Anselm had written that if those who love God with all 
their heart, with all their mind, and with all their soul — even though all their 
heart, mind, and soul are not equal to the dignity of this love — they will surely 
rejoice with all their heart, mind and soul in such a way that all their heart, 
mind and soul would not be equal to the fullness of this joy. In P26, he repeats 
yet again this threefold mantra: 


Indeed, with the heart full, the mind full, and the soul full, the whole man 
full of that joy, there will still remain joy beyond measure. 


The point, he explains, is not that all of that joy will enter the joyful (that is, 
into those who are joyful), but all the joyful will enter into joy. It appears that 
he is describing this happy state as applying to himself. But he still seeks as- 
surance that this joy is the joy that God promised to those who love Him. He 
turns to the New Testament to adapt a saying which Paul the Apostle had 


29 Logan (2009), p. 113. 


494 CHAPTER 13 


himself quoted (probably from some apocryphal source) in his first letter to 
the Christians at Corinth:° 


Neither the eye has seen, not the ear heard, 
nor has there arisen in the heart of man, 
that joy in which Your elect will rejoice. 


Anselm comments: “Therefore, Lord, I have not yet spoken of or thought, how 
much they, Your blessed, will rejoice”. But now he does write about the joy 
which awaits those whom God blesses. The elect — that is, the blessed — are 
those he believes God will welcome into heaven. He writes: 


But, insofar as they will rejoice they will love, and insofar as they will love, 
they will know. How much will they know You [Quantum te cognoscent], 
Lord, then, and how much will they love You? Certainly, neither the eye 
has seen, nor the ear heard, nor has there arisen in the heart of man in 
this life, how much they will know and love You in that life. 


There are two interesting conceptual moves in this. Anselm has exulted at 
some length about the joy into which those who love God will enter. He now 
presents that love of God as flowing from that joy, and their knowledge of God 
as flowing from that love. Here, right at the end of the Proslogion, Anselm men- 
tions ‘knowledge’ for the first time. His quest had begun as faith seeking un- 
derstanding, but as we saw in §13.5 above, his growing understanding did not 
satisfy his yearning, since he has become aware that he is yearning for some- 
thing more than understanding; he keeps wanting an experience of God. 
Understanding, he has argued, has two elements: the kind of mental seeing 
which perceives something as it is, and the kind of discursive thinking which 
is propositional and explains why that something is as it is. Similarly, there are 
two ways of knowing. One is knowing that something is true; this is proposi- 
tional knowledge, and it conforms to the Law of Excluded Middle: one either 
knows that p, or one does not. The relevant verbs take a person as subject anda 
noun clause as object. The other is knowing some person or thing. This is rela- 
tional, experiential, and existential, and it admits of degrees. “To know’ in this 
sense is a two-placed relation; the relevant verbs take a person as subject and 
a person or a thing as object. The latter kind of knowing occurs when a person 
is directly acquainted with its object. In many languages, these two kinds of 


30 ~~‘ The Biblical passage actually reads: “What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the human 
heart conceived, what God has prepared for those who love Him’. 


THE QUEST CONTINUES 495 


knowing are expressed by different verbs: “savoir” and “connaitre” in French; 
“wissen” and “kennen” in German. Latin likewise has many words for “know”. 
The sense of knowing that ... is expressed by “scire”; the relational sense of 
knowing someone or some object by “cognoscere” and its cognates. 

Anselm rarely uses any of the verbs for knowledge, preferring to speak about 
understanding | intelligere|. But here, in the last chapter of the Proslogion, the 
verb he uses is “cognoscere”. Like understanding, it might presuppose some dis- 
cursive knowledge, but it is the relational kind of knowing. A little later he uses 
the word “noticia”, another word for “knowledge”. It too is the relational, ac- 
quaintance kind of knowing which admits of degrees; as Anselm prays, “Here 
may knowledge of You [noticia tui] advance in me, and there be made full’. 
And so he prays, 


that I may know You, and that I may love You, so that I may rejoice in You. 
And if I cannot do so to the full in this life, may I advance daily until that 
joy comes to its fullness. 


Logan suggests that it is only in his asking and in God’s giving that Anselm will 
understand the significance of his argument. Logan concludes his commen- 


tary by saying, 


Anselm believes he has established the existence of God and the na- 
ture of His attributes. Although God as X [= that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought] is a legitimate subject of dialectical investigation, 
He is greater than any dialectician can grasp. It took Anselm most of the 
Proslogion to establish the identity of God and X. It is only towards the 
end of his investigation, with his realisation of its limits, that Anselm can 
claim to have achieved what he set out to do. 


I have a quite different understanding of this final passage of the Proslogion. 
I cannot find Anselm making any claims in these final chapters about having 
achieved what he set out to do. By this stage he is well past all that. As we have 
seen his concern in these final chapters is with his unsatisfied desire to have a 
direct experience of God. The identity of God with that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought is not the culmination of his unum argumentum, and it did 
not take most of the Proslogion to establish that identity. Rather, it was estab- 
lished in P3, and became the pivot upon which the rest of the Prosfogion turns 
from metaphysics into theology. That identity needs filling out, to unpack all 


31 Logan (2009), p. 114. 
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that is involved in God’s having being [esse] most truly and maximally. He can 
do that because it follows that God is whatever it is better to be than not to 
be (assuming some relevant restrictions). Anselm's establishing that iden- 
tity in P3 informs everything that follows. To change the metaphor, as I ex- 
plained in §12.3, that identification is the conceptual bridge which connects 
two domains of discourse: the metaphysical and the theological. In P3, Anselm 
crosses that bridge from the domain of publicly accessible argumentation, 
where anyone with a rational mind can follow his reasoning, into the realm of 
theology. That this bridge has been built on the solid foundations of plausible 
premises and valid deductions is clearly established in P3, where it suffices to 
establish both that God is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, and 
that God so truly exists that He is the greatest of all. 

The rest of the Proslogion is devoted to Anselm’s attempt to fill out that iden- 
tification of God, to articulate all that is implied by it. He has proved what 
he set out in the Preface to prove, and he has attained an understanding of 
what, at first, he merely believed. But to his surprise and distress, he has found 
that his yearning to understand is not sufficient to satisfy his heart’s desire. He 
wants to move beyond understanding, to come to know God directly, and in all 
His fullness. But that is too difficult, if not impossible. Precisely because God 
is something than which a greater cannot be thought, He is greater than can 
be thought. 

Given this interpretation, I do not read Anselm here as ‘claiming to have 
achieved what he set out to do’. Rather, in these final chapters it seems that 
Anselm has moved beyond his search for understanding, and is, instead, la- 
menting that his arguments have not led to a direct experience of God. One 
gathers that his quest is incomplete; he has achieved a great deal but has not 
found it fully satisfying: his heart is not yet full. Rather, as I read these clos- 
ing chapters, he finds himself oscillating between disappointment and hope. 
He suspects that he will never achieve, in this mortal life, the fullness of joy 
for which he is still yearning. And so, he prays that if he cannot know, and 
love, and rejoice in God to the full in this life, may he at least keep advancing 
daily towards that joy in all its fullness. Towards the end of his investigation, 
Anselm has passed beyond anything that argumentation could ever deliver 
and is pleading that he may directly know God fully, and love God fully, so that 
his joy may be full. 

For that reason, as he says, his final prayer can only be for some fulfilment 
‘in the meantime’; he does not speak of a ‘result’, or an ‘achievement’. His quest 
will not have reached its final goal until his knowledge of God, his love of 
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God, and his joy, come to their fullness, and that is yet to happen. He ends the 
Proslogion with his hopes still reaching out: 


In the meantime, may my mind meditate on it, my tongue speak of it. 
May my heart love it, my mouth preach it. May my soul hunger for it, my 
flesh thirst for it, my whole substance desire it, until I enter into the joy of 
my Lord, who is God, threefold and one, blessed for ever. 


APPENDIX 


The Inferences in Anselm’s 3-Stage Argument 


The presentation of Anselm's three-stage Argument has been spread out over the five 
Chapters 4 to 8, and has been interwoven with analysis and commentary. Ihave adopted 
a suggestion received via the publisher that it would help a reader if the large quantity 
of numbered steps in these chapters were collected together in a single place — such as 
an appendix. So, I present here the deduction which runs through those chapters, with 
little interpretative commentary, and with each inference articulated. 

I present my reconstruction here in English sentences, with minimal use of for- 
mal symbolism. There is, however, just a little. I believe it is clearer to present the two 
definitions I have adapted from Eder & Ramharter’s reconstruction if I use “x” and 
“y” as dummy variables. Also, it will be easier to follow the reasoning if I introduce 
the letter “a” as an abbreviation for Anselm's “that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought’, and the letter “6” as an abbreviation for “that which is essentially identical to 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought’. 

The same letter “a” appears in the premise of Stage Two, because, as I have argued in 
§7.1, the subject of the first premise of that stage is the very same thing as the subject 
of his conclusion in P2; indeed, as shown in §6.3, it has been inferred from it. Likewise, 
in Stage Three it is both appropriate and necessary to use “a” to represent the word 
“this” in Anselm’s statement of his conclusion, “And this is You, Lord our God”, since 
that word refers to the subject of the conclusion in Stage Two. Since all three stages are 
inter-connected in that way, the inferences across all three stages form a continuous 
chain of deductions. 


The Rules 


With just one exception, rules of inference which enable Anselm to validly infer each 
step of his arguments are quite standard, recognized in those systems of logic called 
Natural Deduction. The following is a simplified explanation of the rules which justify 
those steps, with their abbreviations. The letters “X” and “Y” stand for sets of proposi- 
tions from which propositions are inferred:! 


Assume (A): Any proposition may be assumed. 
“And” Elimination (&E): From ‘p and q’ derived from X, infer either ‘p’, or ‘g’, de- 
pendent on X. 


1 Fora more rigorous exposition of these rules of inference, see, for example, Lemmon (1965). 
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“And” Introduction (&I): From ‘p’ derived from X, and ‘q’ derived from Y, infer ‘p 
and q’, dependent on X and Y. 

Conditional Proof (cP): When ‘q’ is deduced from X which includes an assump- 
tion ‘p’, infer ‘if p then q’, dependent on all the propositions in X other than p. 

Deduction Modulo (Mod): This is a rule, used in second-order logic and arithme- 
tic, which allows a proposition p which has been derived from X, to be rewrit- 
ten as a proposition q, derived from p by removing an element from p, but 
ensuring that p and q are logically equivalent by making g dependent upon 
that element. Thus, the resulting proposition remains congruent with the 
original.” 

Double Negation (DN): From ‘not-not-p’ derived from X, infer ‘p’, dependent on 
X, and vice versa. 

Equivalence (Equiv): From “p” deduced from X, infer “q’, dependent on X, if and 
only if “p” and “q” are logically equivalent. 

Existential Elimination (EE): From an assumption or a proposition deduced 
from X, of the form “something is F”, infer a conclusion “q” dependent on X 
and Y, provided all the following conditions are met: 

(i) Anew assumption is introduced with the form “a is F” (where “a” is an 
arbitrarily chosen name of some individual thing which is F), and the 
deduction of “g” is dependent upon Y and that new assumption; 

(ii) |The conclusion “gq” does not contain “a”. 

(iii) The deduction of “gq” does not depend upon any other assumptions 
which contain “a”. 

Existential Introduction (£1): From “a is F” derived from X, infer “something is F’, 
dependent on X. 

Hypothetical Syllogism (Hs): From ‘if p then q’ derived from X, and ‘if g then 7’ 
derived from Y, infer ‘if p then r’, dependent upon X and Y. 

Modus Ponens (MP): From ‘if p then q’ derived from X, and ‘p’ derived from Y, 
infer ‘g’, dependent on X and Y. 

Modus Tollens (MT): From ‘if p then q’ derived from X, and ‘not-q’ derived from Y, 
infer ‘not-p’, dependent on X and Y. 

Reductio ad Absurdum (RAA): From “if p then q’ derived from X, and when “q” is 
impossible or absurd, infer “not-p. 

Substitution (Subst): From a proposition of the form ‘a is F’ and a proposition 
of the form ‘a is identical to 6’, infer ‘b is F’. 

Universal Elimination (UE): From ‘every x is F’ derived from X, infer ‘a is F’, de- 
pendent on X, where a is a particular instance of all those which are F. 

Universal Introduction (U1): From ‘a is F’ derived from X, infer ‘everything is F’, 
dependent on X, provided “a” does not occur in any proposition in X. 


2 An everyday example is rewriting the time “15:30 hours” as “3:30 pm’. 
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It is evident from his argument that Anselm is also using six rules of inference which 


deploy modal operators. Five of these are standardly recognized in modern modal 


logic. The one exception is R2, which also validates R2*. This is Anselm’s Conceivability 


Rule, which is his own variant of Ri, and seems equally valid. These additional 


rules are: 

Ru: From “p’, infer “It is possible that p”. Conversely, from “It is not possible that 
p’, infer “not-p”. 

Ri*: From “If p, then q’, infer “If it is possible that p, then it is possible that q’. 

R2: From “It is possible that p”, infer “It is possible to think that p [i.e., it can be 
thought that p]’. 

R2*: From “if p, then q’, infer “if it can be thought that p, then it can be thought 
that q’. 

R3: “It is not possible that p is not true” is equivalent to “It is necessary that p” 
and to “It is necessarily true that p”. 

R4: If “p” implies “q’, then “It is necessarily true that p” implies “It is necessarily 
true that q’. 

R5: From “It is necessary that p” infer “p”. 

R6: From “It is necessarily true that p and it is necessarily true that q’, infer “it 
is necessarily true that p and q”. 

The Definitions 


I have adopted and adapted two definitions from Eder & Ramharter (2015). They are: 


Greater Than (>): If P is the class of consistent, primitive and positive proper- 


ties, anything x is greater than anything y if, and only if, x has all the properties 


in the class P which y has, plus some additional property in P which is good, but 


which y has not. 


Essential Identity (Ess Id): x is essentially-identical to y, modulo the proper- 


ties in the sub-set of non-essential properties in D, if and only if, for all consis- 


tent, primitive, and positive properties F, then x and y have the same properties 


Fif and only if Fis not in the sub-set of non-essential properties D. 


With these rules, Anselm’s deduction of his conclusions has been reconstructed as 


follows: 
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1 Stage One 


The first column contains the numbers of the premises or assumptions upon which 
the derivation of that line depends. The second column contains the propositions in- 
ferred, with each line assigned the same number as in chapter 4. The third column 
cites the justification for each inference in terms of the lines from which each line 
follows, and the relevant rule which justifies that inference. 


11 Being in the Understanding 
The first phase of the Argument in the text concerns what is in the Fool's 


understanding. 
1 1) Anselm says, “We believe You to be something than Fact: 

which nothing greater can be thought”. ist premise 
2 2) The Fool hears, “something than which nothing greater Assume: 

can be thought”. and Premise 
3 3) When Fool hears, “something than which nothing greater Assume: 

can be thought’, he understands what he hears. 3rd Premise 
2,3 (4) The Fool understands, “something than which nothing 2,3 MP 

greater can be thought”. 

5) Whatever is understood is in the understanding. Logical Truth 


2,3. (6) Something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought 4,5 MP 
is in the Fool’s understanding. 


2,3. (7) Something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought 4,5 MP 
is in the understanding. 


Since Anselm can validly claim only that (6) refers to something which is generically 
something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought, the argument above was re- 
cast in §4.7 with Anselm himself as its subject. 


i (i) | Anselm says, “We believe You to be something than Fact: 

which nothing greater can be thought”. ist premise 
ii (ii) When Anselm says, “We believe You to be something Fact: 

than which nothing greater can be thought’, he and Premise 


understands what he says. 
iii (iii) Anselm understands that God is believed to be i, ii MP 
something than which nothing greater can be thought. 
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(iv) When Anselm understands that God is believed to be Logical Truth 
something than which nothing greater can be thought, 
he understands that some specific thing is believed 
to be something than which nothing greater can be 


thought. 
iii (v) Anselm understands that some specific thing is iii, iv MP 
believed to be something than which nothing greater 
can be thought. 
(vi) Whatever is understood is in the understanding. Logical Truth 
iii (vii) Some specific thing-than-which-nothing-greater-can- v, viMP 


be-thought is in the understanding. 


Consequently, since it is Anselm himself who has, in Ais understanding, laid out the 
reasoning in (1) to (7), the subject of (6) is the same as the subject of (vi). Therefore, he 
can legitimately interpret the subject of (7) as the subject of (vii), despite the fact that, 
because (7) has been inferred from (6), (7) is not logically equivalent to (vii). Since he 
proceeds by disambiguating (7) as (vii), we will re-label (7) as (7*). 


1.2 Being in Reality 

At line (8) Anselm assumes that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
exists in the understanding. Any conclusion he infers from that assumption 
will follow validly from (7*), provided neither that conclusion, nor any other as- 
sumption upon which the deduction of that conclusion depends, mentions 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 


Lii 7*) Some specific thing-than-which-a-greater- = vii 
cannot-be-thought is in the understanding. 

8 8)  That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought Assume 
is in the understanding. for EE 

9 9)  That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought Assume 
is not in reality. for RAA 

8,9 10) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 8,9 &I 


is in the understanding, but not in reality. 
8,9 (10*) That-than-which-a greater-cannot-be-thought 10 Equiv 
is only in the understanding. 
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8,9 


8,9 


15 


16 


17 


8,9,17 


19 


(13) 


(14) 


(15) 


(16) 


If what is thought of and understood is the 
thing itself, then it is possible that it exists. 
That thing itself than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought can be thought of in the sense that 
it itself is understood. 

If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is in the understanding, but not in 
reality, it is possible that it is in reality. 

If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is in the understanding, but not in 
reality, it can be thought that it is in reality. 

To be in reality is good. 


If Pis the class of consistent, primitive and 
positive properties, anything x is greater 

than anything y if, and only if, x has all the 
properties in the class P which y has, plus some 
additional property in P which it is good to 
have, but which y has not. 

x is essentially-identical to y, modulo the 
properties in the sub-set of non-essential 
properties in D, if and only if, for all consistent, 
primitive, and positive properties F, x and y 
have the same properties F if and only if F is 
not in the sub-set of non-essential properties D. 
If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is in the understanding, but not 

in reality, it can be thought that something 
essentially identical to it is in reality. 

Call that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought “a’, and call that-which-is-essentially- 
equivalent-to-a, “b”. Then, it can be thought 
that b is something essentially identical to a, 
and that 6 is in reality. 


Logical 
Truth 
8R1 


11,12 HS 


12,13 Subst 


and DN 


Assume: 
3rd Premise 
Def. ‘>’ 


Def. Ess-Id 


14 Equiv 


Assume for EE 
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17 (20) bis essentially identical to a, modulo the 17 UE 
properties in D, if, and only if, for all consistent, 
primitive, and positive properties F, 6 and a 
have the same properties if and only if F is not 
in the sub-set of non-essential properties D. 


21 21) bis essentially identical to a, modulo the Assume 
properties in D, and 6 is in reality. for cP 

21 22) bis essentially identical to a, modulo the 21 &E 
properties in D 

21 23) bis in reality. 21 &E 

9,21 24) 6 isin reality, and a is not in reality. 9,23 &I 

17,21 25) bandahave the same consistent, primitive, 20,22 MP 


and positive properties F, if and only if Fis not 
in the sub-set of non-essential properties D. 
17,21 (26) 6andahave the same consistent, primitive, 25 UE 
and positive properties if and only if existing 
in reality is not a non-essential property. 
9,17,21 (27) Being in reality is a non-essential property. 24,26 MT 
9,17,21 (28) Setting aside the non-essential property of 22,27 Mod 
being in reality, 6 is essentially identical to a. 
9,17,21 (29) Setting aside the non-essential property 27,28 Mod 
of being in reality, 6 has all the consistent, 
primitive, and positive properties which a has. 
16 (30) If Pis the class of consistent, primitive and 16 UE 
positive properties, b is greater than a if, and 
only if, 6 has all the properties in the class P 
which a has, plus some additional property in P 
which is it is good to have, but which a has not. 
9,15,21 (31) Oisin reality, and ais notin reality,andtobe 15,24 &lI 
in reality is good. 
9,15,21 (32) bhas some property which it is good to have, 31 EI 
but which a does not. 
9,15,17,21 (33) Setting aside the non-essential property 29,32 &I 
of being in reality, 6 has all the consistent, 
primitive, and positive properties which a has, 
and 6 has an additional property which it is 
good to have, but which a has not. 
9,15,16,17,21 (34) bis greater than a. 30,33 MP 
9,15,16,17,21 (35) Something is greater than a. 34 EI 
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9,15,16,17 (36) 


9,15,16,17 (37) 


9,15,16,17,19 (38) 
8,9,15,16,17 
8,15,16,17 


15,16,17 


15,16,17 


15,16,17 
8,15,16,17 


8,15,16,17 
1,ii,15,16,17 


(47) 


iii,15,16,17 (48) 


If b is essentially identical to a, modulo 

the properties in D, and 6 is in reality, then 
something is greater than a. 

If it can be thought that 6 is essentially 
identical to a, modulo the properties in D, and 
that 6 is in reality, then it can be thought that 
something is greater than a. 

It can be thought that something is greater than a. 
It can be thought that something is greater than a. 
If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
is not in reality, then it can be thought that 
something is greater than that same thing than 
which a greater cannot be thought [i.e., a]. 

If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is in the understanding, but not in 
reality [ie., if it is only in the understanding], 
then it can be thought that something is 
greater than that same thing than which a 
greater cannot be thought. 

It is not possible that it can be thought that 
something is greater than that same thing than 
which a greater cannot be thought. 

It is not true that that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought is in the understanding, but 
is not in reality. 
That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
is in reality. 
That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
is both in the understanding and in reality. 
Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is both in the understanding and in 
reality. 
Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is both in the understanding and in 
reality. 

There is proven, beyond doubt, to be something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, both 
in the understanding and in reality. 


21,35 CP 


36 R2* 


19,37 MP 
18,19,38 EE 


9539 CP 


8,40 CP 


Logical Truth 


41,42 RAA 


42 Equiv 
8,44 &I 


45 El 


7°,8,46 EE 


47 Inferring 
“existit” from 
“est” 
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1.3 Necessarily Being in Reality 


At line (47) is Anselm's P2 conclusion. We found in §5.4, however, that the argument 


could be extended to prove that that conclusion is necessary. This extension begins 


with repeating line (40): 


8,15,16,17 


8,15,16,17 


8,15,16,17 


8,15,16,17 


8,15,16,17 


1,i1,15,16,17 


(49) 


(50) 


55) 


If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is = 40 
not in reality, then it can be thought that something 

is greater than that same thing than which a greater 

cannot be thought [i.e., a]. 

If it is possible that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 49 R1* 
be-thought is not in reality, then it is possible that it 

can be thought that something is greater than that 

same thing than which a greater cannot be thought 

[i-e., a]. 

It is not possible that it can be thought that Logical 
something is greater than that same thing than Truth 
which a greater cannot be thought [i.e., a]. 

It is not possible that that-than-which-a-greater- 50,51 MT 
cannot-be-thought is not in reality. 

It is necessary that that-than-which-a-greater- 52R3 
cannot-be-thought is in reality. 

It is necessary that something-than-which-a-greater- 53 EI 
cannot-be-thought is in reality. 

It is necessary that something-than-which-a-greater-  7*,8,54 
cannot-be-thought is in reality. EE 


8,15,16,17 


8,15,16,17 


8,15,16,17 


(56) 


(57) 


(58) 


That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought isin 44,53 &I 
reality, and it is necessary that that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought is in reality. 

It is not true that (that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 56 Equiv 
be-thought is in reality, and it is not necessary that 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in 

reality). 

If that that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 57 Equiv 
is in reality, then it is necessary that it is in reality. 
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15,16,17 (59) _ If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought isin 8,58 cP 
the understanding, then if it is also in reality, then it 
is necessary that it is in reality. 

15,16,17 (60) If anything-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 59 UI 
is both in the understanding and in reality, it is 
necessary that it is in reality. 


2. Stage Two 


2.1 The Transition to Stage Two 

In §6.2, I demonstrated how Anselm’s drops the qualification “in the understanding 
and in reality” from his Stage Two conclusion, and in §6.3, that the proposition Anselm 
announces as the first premise of his Stage Two argument is a valid consequence of the 
conclusion of Stage One. I set out those deductions below. 

As an aid to readers, I have inserted an extra column. As in Stage One, the first 
column contains the numbers of the premises or assumptions upon which the deri- 
vation of each line depends. The new second column contains the numbers of the 
propositions, numbered in the order they were inferred as in Chapter 6. The third col- 
umn contains the propositions inferred, with the numbering following on from that 
in Stage One. Since Anselm carries forward propositions from the earlier stages of his 
Argument into the later stages, these propositions have to be numbered consecutively. 
The fourth column contains the justification for each inference in terms of the lines 
from which each line follows, and the relevant rule. 


61 (1) (61) Whatever does not exist, is not in reality. Background 
Assumption 
61 (2) (62) Whatever is in reality, exists. 61 Equiv 


iii15,16,17 (3) (63) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- = 47 
be-thought is both in the understanding 
and in reality. 

iii15,16,17 (4) (64) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 63 &E 
be-thought is in reality. 

i,ii,15,16,17,61 (5) (65) Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 62,64 MP 
be-thought exists. 
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1,i1,15,16,17 


8,15,16,17 


15,16,17 


8,15,16,17 


15,16,17 


15,16,17 


15,16,17,61 


15,16,17,61 


74 


74 


74 


74 


(69) 


(70) 


(71) 


(74) 


Something-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought is both in the understanding 
and in reality. 
That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is both in the understanding and 
in reality. 

If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is in the understanding, then if it 
is also in reality, then it is necessary that 
it is in reality. 

It is necessary that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought is in reality. 

If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought is in the understanding, it is 
necessary that it is in reality. 

If anything-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought is in the understanding, then 
it is necessary that it is in reality. 

If anything-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought is in the understanding, then 
it is necessary that it exists. 

If anything-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought is being thought of and 
understood, then what is being thought 
of is what cannot not exist [i.e., what is 
unable not to exist (quod non potest non 
esse) |. 

Someone is thinking of that-than-which- 
a-greater-could- not-be-thought but is 
[mistakenly] thinking that it is what 
could be non-existent. 

Someone is thinking of that-than-which- 
a-greater-could- not-be-thought. 
That-than-which-a-greater-could-not-be- 
thought is being thought of. 

This person is thinking that that-than- 
which-a-greater-could not-be-thought 
could be non-existent. 


= 47 


= 45 


=59 


67,68 MP 


8,69 CP 


70 UI 


62,71 HS 


72 Equiv 


Assume 
for MT 


74 &E 


75 Equiv 


74 &E 
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(18) (78) What could be non-existent [quod possit | Logical Truth 
non esse] cannot be what could not be 
non-existent [quod non possit non esse]. 
15,16,17,61,74 (19) (79) If what could be non-existent is being 77:78 MP 
thought of, what cannot not exist is not 
being thought of. 
15,16,17,61,74 (20) (80) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 73,79 MT 
thought is not being thought of. 
15,16,17,61,74 (21) (81) That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 76,80 &I 
thought is being thought of, and is not 
being thought of. 
15,16,17,61 (22) (82) Ifsomeone is thinking of that-than- 74,81 CP 
which-a-greater-could-not-be-thought 
but is thinking that it is what could be 
non-existent, then [that ]-than-which- 
a-greater-could-not-be-thought is being 
thought of and is not being thought of. 
(23) (83) The same thing cannot be thought of Logical Truth 
and not thought of at the same time. 
15,16,17,61 (24) (84) He who is thinking of that-than-which- 82,83 MT 
a-greater-could-not-be-thought is not 
thinking of what could be non-existent 
but is thinking of what is could not be 
non-existent. 
15,16,17,61 (25) (85) Itis necessary that what he is thinking of 73,84 MP 
exists, because whatever can be non- 
existent is not what he is thinking of. 
(26) (86) Itis not possible that what couldbe non- Logical Truth 
existent could not be non-existent. 
15,16,17,61 (27) (87) Itis not possible that he who is thinking 84,86 Subst 
of that-than-which-a-greater-could-not- 
be-thought is thinking of what could be 
non-existent, but must be thinking of 
what could not be non-existent. 
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15,16,17,61 (28) (88) Itis necessary that whoever is thinking 


11,15,16,17,61 (29) 


15,16,17,61 (30) 


8,15,16,17 (31) 


8,15,16,17 (32) 


8,15,16,17,61 (33) 


8,15,16,17,61 (34) 


8,15,16,17,61 (35) 


i,ii,15,16,17,61 (36) 


(89) 


(93) 


(94) 


(95) 


(96) 


of that-than-which-a-greater-could-not- 
be-thought, is thinking of what could not 
be non-existent, because he cannot be 
thinking of what could be non-existent. 

It is not possible that that-than-which- 
a-greater-could-not-be-thought can be 
thought not to exist, because whoever 

is thinking of that that-than-which-a- 
greater-could-not-be-thought cannot be 
thinking of what could be non-existent. 
It is not possible that that-than-which- 
a-greater-could-not-be-thought can be 
thought not to exist. 
That-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought could not be thought not to exist. 
It is possible that that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought could not be 
thought not to exist. 

It can be thought that that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought could not be 
thought not to exist. 

If that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is both in the understanding 
and in reality, it can be thought to be 
something which could not be thought 
not to exist. 

If something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought is both in the 
understanding and in reality, it can be 
thought to be something which could not 
be thought not to exist. 

If something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought is both in the 
understanding and in reality, it can be 
thought to be something which could not 
be thought not to exist. 


87 Equiv 


88 Equiv 


Simplifying 
89 


go Equiv 


g1 R1 


92 R2 


67,93 CP 


94 EI 


66,67,95 EE 
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2.2 The Stage Two Argument 

The layout here is the same as in §2.1 above. The first column contains the numbers 
assigned to the propositions which are introduced as premises or assumptions. The 
second column contains the numbers of the propositions, numbered in the order they 
were inferred as in chapter 7. The third column contains the propositions inferred, 
numbered consecutively, and the fourth the justification for each inference in terms of 
the lines from which each line follows, and the rule invoked. 


iii,15,16,17 (1) (97) Something-than-which-a-greater- Stage One 
cannot-be-thought is both in the Conclusion 
understanding and in reality. =47 


iii,15,16,17,61 (2) (98) Ifsomething-than-which-a-greater- ist Premise 
cannot-be-thought is both in the =96 
understanding and in reality, then 
it can be thought to be something 
which could not be thought not to 


exist. 
99 (3) (99) Tobeunable tobe thought notto Assume: 
exist is good. 2nd Premise 


iii,15,16,17,61 (4) (100) Something-than-which-a-greater- 97,98 MP 
cannot-be-thought can be thought 
to be something which could not be 
thought not to exist. 

iii,15,16,17,61 (5) (101) Something-than-which-a-greater- 97,100 &I 
cannot-be-thought is both in the 
understanding and in reality, and 
can be thought to be something 
which could not be thought not to 
exist. 

102 (6) (102) That-than-which-a-greater- Assume 
cannot-be-thought is both in the for EE 
understanding and in reality, and 
can be thought to be something 
which could not be thought not to 
exist. 
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102 


102 


102 


102 


107 


17 


17 


102 


(6*) (103) 


(7) (104) 
(8) (105) 


(9) (206) 


(10) (107) 


(11) (108) 


(12) (109) 


(13) (110) 


Call that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought: “a”. a is 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought, and a is both in the 
understanding and in reality, and 
can be thought to be something 
which could not be thought not to 
exist. 

a is that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought. 

ais both in the understanding and 
in reality. 

It can be thought that a is 
something which could not be 
thought not to exist. 

acan be thought not to exist. 


x is essentially identical to y, 
modulo the properties in the sub- 
set of non-essential properties in 
D, if and only if, for all consistent, 
primitive, and positive properties 
F, then x and y have the same 
properties F if and only if F is not 
in the sub-set of non-essential 
properties D. 

Call that-which-is-essentially- 
identical-to-a, “b”. Then, b is 
essentially identical to a, modulo 
the properties in D, if, and only if, 
for all consistent, primitive, and 
positive properties F, b and a have 
the same properties F, if and only 
if Fis not in the sub-set of non- 
essential properties D. 

It can be thought that 5 is 
essentially identical to a, modulo 
the properties in D, and that 6 is 
something which could not be 
thought not to exist. 


102 Equiv 


103 &E 


103 &E 


103 &E 


Assume 


for cP 
Def Ess-Id 


=17 


108 UE 


106 Equiv 
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111 


111 


111 


107,111 


17,111 


17,111 


17,107,111 


17,107,111 


17,107,111 


99,107,111 


99,107,111 


(14) (111) 6 is essentially identical to a, 


15) 


(22) 


(23) 


(116) 


(117) 


(118) 


(119) 


(120) 


(121) 


modulo the properties in D, and b 
could not be thought not to exist. 

b is essentially identical to a, 
modulo the properties in D. 

6 could not be thought not to exist. 
6 could not be thought not to exist, 
and a can be thought not to exist. 
For all consistent, primitive, and 
positive properties F, b and a have 
the same properties F, if and only 
if F is not in the sub-set of non- 
essential properties D. 

b and a have the same properties 
if and only if being unable to be 
thought not to exist is not a non- 
essential property. 

To be unable to be thought not to 
exist is a non-essential property. 
Setting aside the non-essential 
property of being unable to be 
thought not to exist, b is essentially 
identical to a. 

Setting aside the non-essential 
property of being unable to be 
thought not to exist, b has all the 
same consistent, primitive, and 
positive properties as a has. 

6 could not be thought not to exist, 
and a can be thought not to exist, 
and being unable to be thought not 
to exist is good. 

b has some property which it is 
good to have, which a does not. 


Assume 
for CP 


111 &E 


111 &E 
107,113 &I 


109,112 MP 


115 UE 


114,116 MP 


112,117 Mod 


117,118 Mod 


99,114 &E 


120 EI 
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16 
16 (26) 
17,99,107,111 (27) 


16,17,99,107,111 (28) 


16,17,99,107 (29) 
16,17,99,107 (30) 
16,17,99,107 (31) 


(123) 


(124) 


wa 


(125 
(126 


hue 


(127) 


(128) 


(25) (122) If Pis the class of consistent, 


primitive, and positive properties, 
anything x is greater than anything 
y if, and only if, x has all the 
properties in the class P which y 
has, plus some additional property 
in P which it is good to have, but 
which y has not. 

If Pis the class of consistent, 
primitive, and positive properties, 
b is greater than a if, and only if, 6 
has all the properties in the class P 
which a has, plus some additional 
property in P which it is good to 
have, but which a has not. 

Setting aside the non-essential 
property of being unable to be 
thought not to exist, b has all the 
same consistent, primitive, and 
positive properties as a has, and 6 
has some property which it is good 
to have, but which a has not. 

bis greater than a. 

If b is essentially identical to a, 
modulo the properties in D, and b 
could not be thought not to exist, 
then 6 is greater than a. 

If b is essentially identical to a, 
modulo the properties in D, and b 
could not be thought not to exist, 
then something is greater than a. 
If it can be thought that 6 is 
essentially identical to a, modulo 
the properties in D, and that 6 could 
not be thought not to exist, then it 
can be thought that something is 
greater than a. 


Def > 
16 


122 UE 


119,123 &I 


123,124 MP 


111,125 CP 


126 EI 


127 R2* 
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16,17,99,102,107 


16,17,99,102,107 


16,17,99,102 


16,17,99,102 


16,17,99,102 


16,17,99,102 


16,17,99,102 


16,17,99,102 


(32) 


(33) 


(37) 


i,ii,15,16,17,61,99 (42) 


(129) 


(130) 


(131) 


(132) 


(133) 


(134) 


(135) 


It can be thought that something is 
greater than a. 

If it can be thought that something is 
greater than a, then a is not that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 
a is not that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought. 

If a can be thought not to exist, 
then a is not that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought. 

If that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought can be thought 
not to exist, then that very thing 
than which a greater cannot be 
thought is not that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought. 

Ifit is possible that that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
can be thought not to exist, then it 
is possible that that very thing than 
which a greater cannot be thought 
is not that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought. 

It is not possible that that very thing 
than which a greater cannot be 
thought is not that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought. 

It is not possible that that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
can be thought not to exist. 
That-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought could not be thought 
not to exist. 
Something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought could not be 
thought not to exist. 
Something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought could not be 
thought not to exist. 


110,128 MP 


Logical Truth 


129,130 MP 


107,131 CP 


132 Equiv 


133 Ri* 


Logical Truth 


134,135 MT 


136 Equiv 


137 EI 


101,102, 


138 EE 
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2.2 Deducing Anselm's Actual Conclusion 
The proposition at line (139) validly follows from the premises. But that is not the 
conclusion Anselm claims. In particular, while this argument presupposes that some- 
thing-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is in reality, the conclusion at line (139) 
makes no claim about its existence, only that this something could not be thought 
not to exist. To secure the conclusion he claims, Anselm needs to show (a) how the 
existence of this something becomes part of his conclusion, and (b) that it is because 
of the intensity of its mode of existence that the conclusion (139) is true. He does not 
explicitly argue for those two claims, but we found a plausible justification in §7.6, 
based on what he does say. That justification is set out below. 

The deduction of Anselm’s conclusion starts again at line (140), which is (47) in 


Chapter 7. 

140 (47) (140) If, and only if, anything which has Background 
some property cannot be thought Def of Being 
not to have that property, it has Intensely 
that property intensely. 

140 (47*) (141) For anything x, and any primitive, 140 Equiv 
positive property F, if and only if x 
is F, and x cannot be thought not 
to be F, then x is intensely F. 

140 (48) (142) Ifand only if that-than-which-a- 141 UE 
greater-cannot be-thought exists, Def. Existing 
and cannot be thought not to Intensely 
exist, then it exists intensely. 

15,16,17 (49) (143) If that-than-which-a-greater- 60 UE 
cannot-be-thought is in the 
understanding, then if it is also in 
reality, then it is necessary that it is 
in reality. 

15,16,17,102 (50) (144) It is necessary that that-than- 105,143 MP 
which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought is in reality. 

15,16,17,61,102 (51) (145) Itis necessary that that-than- 62,144 MP 


which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought exists. 
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16,17,99,102 


16,17,99,102 


16,17,61,99,102 


16,17,61,99,102 


16,17,61,99,102,140 


16,17,61,99,102,140 


16,17,61,99,102,140 


16,17,61,99,102,140 


i,ii,15,16,17, 


61,99,140 


(52) 


(55) 


(59) 


(146) 


(147) 


(149) 


(150) 


(151) 


(152) 


(153) 


(154) 


It is not possible that that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought can be thought not to 
exist. 

It is necessary that that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought cannot be thought not to 
exist. 

It is necessary that that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought exists, and that it cannot 
be thought not to exist. 

It is necessarily true that that- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought exists, and that it cannot 
be thought not to exist. 

It is necessarily true that that- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought exists intensely. 

Because it is necessarily true that 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought exists intensely, it 
could not be thought not to exist. 
Because it is necessarily true 

that something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought exists 
intensely, it could not be thought 
not to exist. 
Something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought so truly exists 
that it could not be thought not 
to exist. 
Something-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought so truly exists 
that it could not be thought not 
to exist. 


= 136 


146 R3 


146,147 &l 


148 R3 


142,149 MP 


142,150 MP 


151 El 


152 Equiv 


101,102, 


153 EE 
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2.3 Universalizing the Conclusion 

David Smith has pointed out that, while Anselm’s conclusion is about ‘something- 
than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought’, it would have been valid for him to have 
inferred that conclusion about whatever is such that a-greater-cannot-be-thought. The 
deduction starts by repeating line (151), which is (57) in §7.6. 


16,17,61,99,102,140 (61) (155) Because it is necessarily true =151 
that that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought exists 
intensely, it could not be thought 
not to exist. 

16,17,61,99,140 (62) (156) If that-than-which-a-greater- 102,155 CP 
cannot-be-thought is both in the 
understanding and in reality, and 
can be thought to be something 
which could not be thought 
not to exist, then because it is 
necessarily true that it exists 
intensely, it could not be thought 
not to exist. 

16,17,61,99,140 (63) (157) If something-than-which-a- 156 El 
greater-cannot-be-thought is 
both in the understanding and 
in reality, and it can be thought 
to be something which could 
not be thought not to exist, 
then because it is necessarily 
true that that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought exists 
intensely, it could not be thought 
not to exist. 

i,ii,15,16,17,61,99,140 (64) (158) Because it is necessarily true 101,157 MP 
that that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought exists 
intensely, it could not be thought 
not to exist. 


520 APPENDIX: THE INFERENCES IN ANSELM’S 3-STAGE ARGUMENT 


(Cont.) 


ii,ii,15,16,17,61,99,140 (65) (159) Because it is necessarily true of 158 UI 
whatever is such-that-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought that it exists 
intensely, it could not be thought 
not to exist. 

i,ii,15,16,17,61,99,140 (66) (160) Whatever is such-that-than- 159 Equiv 
which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought so truly exists that it 
could not be thought not to exist. 


3 Stage Three 


The layout here is the same as for Stage Two. The first column contains the numbers 
assigned to the propositions which are introduced as premises or assumptions. The 
second column contains the numbers of the propositions, numbered in the order they 
were inferred in chapter 8. The third column contains the propositions inferred, and 
the fourth the justification for each inference in terms of the lines from which each 
line follows, and the rule invoked. 


3.1 The Theological Argument 


161 (1) (161) Ifsomething can be thought to be Assume: 
better than God, the creature would _1st Premise 
rise above the Creator and judge the 
Creator. 

162 (2) (162) Itis absurd to think that a creature Assume: 
could rise above the Creator and judge 2nd Premise 
the Creator. 


161,162 (3) (163) Nothing can be thought tobe better 161,162 RAA 
than God. 

161,162 (4) (164) God is something-than-which-a- 163 Equiv 
greater-cannot-be-thought. 

i,ii,15,16,17,61,99, (5) (165) Whatever is such-that-than-which- = 160 

140 a-greater-cannot-be-thought so truly 


exists that it could not be thought not 
to exist. 
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i,ii,15,16,17,61,99, (6) (166) God so truly exists that He couldnot 164,165 MP 
140,161,162 be thought not to exist. 

3.2 The Metaphysical Argument 

i,ii,15,16,17,61,99, (7) (167) Something-than-which-a-greater- = 154 


140 


168 


168 


170 


170 


170 


168,170 


168,170 
168 


168,170 
168,170 
i,ii,15,16,17, 
61,99,140,170 


168,170 


i,ii,15,16,17, 


61,99,140,170 


(168) 


169) 
170) 
171) 
172) 
173) 


174) 
175) 


176) 
177) 
178) 


179) 


180) 


cannot-be-thought so truly exists that 
it could not be thought not to exist. 


a is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- Assume 


be-thought, and a so truly exists that it for EE 


could not be thought not to exist. 
aso truly exists that it could not be 
thought not to exist. 

Whatever is other than God can be 
thought not to exist. 

Whatever is not identical to God can 
be thought not to exist. 

If ais not identical to God, a can be 
thought not to exist. 

It is not true that a is not identical to 
God. 

ais identical to God. 


168 &E 


Assume: 
Premise 


170 Equiv 
171 UE 
169,172 


MT 
173 DN 


a is that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 168 &E 


be-thought. 

God is that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought. 

God is something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought. 

God is something-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought. 

God so truly exists that He could not 
be thought not to exist. 

God so truly exists that He could not 
be thought not to exist. 


174,175 
Subst 
176EI 


167,168, 
177 EE 
168,174 
Subst 
167,168, 
179 EE 
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3-3 The Uniqueness Argument 


i,ii,15,16,17,61 (20) (181) Ifsomething-than-which-a-greater- Stage 2 
cannot-be-thought is both in the Premise: 
understanding and in reality, thenit =97 


can be thought to be something which 
cannot be thought not to exist. 

i,ii,15,16,17,61 (21) (182) Something-than-which-a-greater- 47,181 
cannot-be-thought can be thought MP 
to be something which cannot be 
thought not to exist. 

i,ii,15,16,17,61 (22) (183) Something-than-which-a-greater- 47,182 &I 
cannot-be-thought is both in the 
understanding and in reality, and it 
can be thought to be something which 
could not be thought not to exist. 

184 (23) (184) Let “b”be some exemplar of which Assume 
(183) is true, other thana.Then, bis for EE 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought, and it is both in the 
understanding and in reality, and can 
be thought to be something which 
cannot be thought not to exist. 


184 24) (185) bis that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 184 &E 
be-thought. 
186 25) (186) bis not identical to God. Assume 
for MT 
170,186 26) (187) bcanbe thought not to exist. 171,186 
MP 
170,184,186 27) (188) bis that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 185,187 
be-thought, and 6 can be thought not = &I 
to exist. 
16,17,99,102 (28) (189) Ifacan be thought not to exist, then  =132 


a is not that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought. 

16,17,99,102 (29) (190) Ifthat-than-which-a-greater-cannot- = 133 
be-thought can be thought not to 
exist, then that very thing than which 
a greater cannot be thought is not 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought. 
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16,17,99 


16,17,99 


16,17,99 


16,17,99,170,184 


16,17,99,170,184, 
186 


16,17,99,170,184 


(30) 


(31) 


(32) 


(33) 


(34) 


(35) 


(191) 


(192) 


(193) 


(194) 


(195) 


(196) 


If a is that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought, and a is both in 
the understanding and in reality, and it 
can be thought to be something which 
could not be thought not to exist, then 
if it can be thought not to exist, that 
very thing than which a greater cannot 
be thought is not that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought. 

If anything is that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought, and it 

is both in the understanding and in 
reality, and it can be thought to be 
something which could not be thought 
not to exist, that very thing than which 
a greater cannot be thought is not 
that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be- 
thought. 

If b is that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought, and 6 is both in 
the understanding and in reality, and 6 
can be thought to be something which 
could not be thought not to exist, then 
if b can be thought not to exist, that 
very thing than which a greater cannot 
be thought is not that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought. 

If b can be thought not to exist, that 
very thing than which a greater cannot 
be thought is not that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought. 

That very thing than which a greater 
cannot be thought is not that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 

If 6 is not identical to God, then that 
very thing than which a greater cannot 
be thought is not that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought. 


102,190 
cP 


191 UI 


192 UE 


184,193 
MP 


187,194 


MP 


186,195 
CP 
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(36) (197) Itis not possible that that very thing —_ Logical 
than which a greater cannot be Truth 
thought is not that-than-which-a- 
greater-cannot-be-thought. 

16,17,99,170,184 (37) (198) Itis not possible that 6 is not identical 196,197 
to God. MT 
16,17,99,170,184 (38) (199) Ois that-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 185,198 
be-thought, and it is not possible that &I 
b is not identical to God. 
16,17,99,170,184 (39) (200) Itis not possible that something-than- 199 EI 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is 
not identical to God. 
i,ii,15,16,17,61,99, (40) (201) Itis not possible that something-than- 183,184, 
170 which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is 200 EE 
not identical to God. 
i,ii,15,16,17,61,99, (41) (202) Itis necessary that anything than- 201 R3 
170 which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought is 
identical to God 
i,ii,15,16,17,61,99, (42) (203) It is necessary that God, and God 76,202 &I 
170 alone, is that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought. 
i,ii,15,16,17,61,99, (43) (204) Itis necessary that God, and God 180, 202 
170 alone, so truly exists that He could not &I 
be thought not to exist. 
6.8 Existing Most Truly and Maximally 
i,ii,15,16,17, 65) (205) God so truly exists that He couldnot =180 
61,99,140,170 be thought not to exist. 
170 66) (206) Whatever is other than God can be =170 
thought not to exist. 
i,ii,15,16,17,61,99, (67) (207) Whatever is other than God doesnot 205,206 
140,170 exist as truly as God. MP 
i,ii,15,16,17,61,99, (68) (208) God exists most truly. 207 Equiv 


140,170 
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140 


140 
16,17,61,99,102, 
140 

140 

140,170 
1,ii1,15,16,17, 
61,99,140,170 

i, i,i1,15,16,17, 


61,99,140,170 


i1i,ii,15,16,17, 


61,99,140,170 


217 


217 


217 


i1i,ii,15,16,17, 
61,99,140,170, 
217 


(69) 


(78) 


(80) 


(209) 


212) 


212) 


213) 


214) 


(215) 


(216) 


(217) 


(218) 


(219) 


If, and only if, anything which has 
some property cannot be thought 
not to have that property, it has that 
property intensely. 

If, and only if, anything exists, and 
cannot be thought not to exist, then it 
exists intensely. 

It is necessarily true that that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
exists intensely. 

If anything can be thought not to 
exist, it does not exist intensely. 
Whatever is other than God does not 
exist intensely. 

God, and God alone, is that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought. 
Whatever is other than that-than- 
which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought 
does not exist intensely. 

That that-than-which-a-greater- 
cannot-be-thought exists intensely, 
and nothing else exists intensely. 
For any x, has a property maximally 
if, and only if, it is necessarily true 
that x has that property intensely, 
and nothing else has that property so 
intensely. 

For any x, exists maximally if, and 
only if, it is necessarily true that x 
exists intensely, and nothing else 
exists so intensely. 
That-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought exists maximally if, and 
only if, it is necessarily true that it 
exists intensely, and nothing else 
exists so intensely. 
That-than-which-a-greater-cannot- 
be-thought exists maximally. 


= 140 


209 UE 


= 150 


210 &E 
170,212 HS 
= 203 


211,212 
Subst 


211,213 &I 
Def: 
Having a 
Property 


Maximally 


217 UE 


218 UE 


216,219 
MP 
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1i,ii,15,16,17, 
61,99,140,170, 
217 
i,ii,15,16,17, 
61,99,140,170, 
217 


(81) 


(82) 


(220) God exists maximally. 


(221) God exists maximally. 


214,220 
Subst 


101,102, 


221EE 
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